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            Dedication

         
         
            All we are is what we do. And how we react to what we’ve done.

            This book is dedicated to all of us.

            Together, always, at the end of all things.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Dross

            	Rank

            	Foreword

            	1890
                  	Run

                  	Morning Glory

                  	Class

                  	Hush

                  	Roam

                  	Red

                  	Store

                  	Grave

                  	Rut

                  	Dark

                  	Stay

                  	Groan

                  	Heretic

                  	Luscious

                  	Roe

                  	Flee

                  	Rome

                  	Simple

                  	Hark

                  	Flush

                  	Hike

                  	All Creation

                  	Rope

                  	Rowan

                  	Speed

                  	Fraught

                  	Drown

                  	Ride

                  	Sin

                  	Fresh

                  	Blade

                  	Ruin

                  	France

                  	Seethe

                  	Wave

                  	Barley

                  	Sweet

                  	Cabin

                  	Bread

                  	Plush

                  	Freeze

                  	Grief

                  	Throttle

                  	Free

                  	The Netherlands

                  	Heartache

                  	Fade

                  	Somme

                  	Brut

                  	Reeds

                  	Glory

                  	Yarn

                  	Ice

                  	Maple

                  	Flush

                  	Hold

                  	Alain

                  	Gift

                  	England

                  	Fine

                  	Currents

                  	Oil

                  	Colombo

                  	Refuge

                  	Scotland

                  	Hung

                  	Trad

                  	Ayan

                  	Storm

                  	Green

                  	Ireland

                  	Drone

                  	Rhyme

                  	Right as Rain

                  	Bright

                  	Ash

                  	Brogan

                  	Crisp

                  	Dawn

                  	Sort

                  	Willem

                  	Geneva

                  	Oblivion

                  	Pride

                  	Long

                  	Vulpis

                  	Prayer

                  	Italy

                  	Burial

                  	Rogue

                  	Mine

                  	Russia

                  	Adam

                  	–

                  	Fool

                  	Dream

                  	Toy

                  	Brace

                  	Home

                  	Ursus Arctos

                  	Vipera Berus

                  	Portentum

                  	Victor

                  	Penance

                  	–

               

            

            	1900
                  	Fall

               

            

            	Author’s Note

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author


            	Books by K. Ancrum

            	Back Ad

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	376

	377

	378

	ii

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Dross

         

      
   
      
      
         
            Dross

         
         Victor Frankenstein rested his head against the train window and closed his eyes.

         
         He looked younger than he was.

         
         The scars on him had faded to near invisibility. There were silvery rings over the joints of each finger and wrist: a bisection
            that followed the line of his throat. His ears, nose, and eyes were not spared, the path of the scalpel pale with age. He’d
            shown me the ones circling his ankles, around his arms, down his sternum, over his ribs. In private secret places and hollows
            that should have been spared. The man who had butchered him had a steady hand.
         

         
         His real name was Elias Hilfiker, but he asked me not to call him that.

         
         He just said that I should know.

         
         I glanced down at his manuscript, flipped to the end to see how many pages were left, then turned back to studying him.

         
         Victor Frankenstein was fashionable to a fault. He favored blues and greens, soft knits, silk scarves, boiled wool. All his
            clothes were tailored to fit, but he settled into them like a great mountain of bones.
         

         
         He had his knees pulled up, feet on the seat, with an arm draped over the top for his chin to rest upon. A preposterous arrangement for a gentleman on a public train, much less one of his age and wealth. But it suited him. 

         
         Victor wore his hair long, which was also hardly acceptable, dun brown and chopped neatly at the chin. It made him look girlish
            and defenseless, which I knew with a certainty that he was not. Even the thought drew my eyes to wander down to his hands—capable
            and strong—then to the side of his jacket where I knew he kept his knives.
         

         
         When I faced him again, he was staring at me. Like he knew what I had been thinking of him. With the words of his confession
            still hot in my grasp, a thrum of fear caught my heart, but he chose not to stoke it.
         

         
         Instead, Victor tilted his head and asked:

         
         “Is it good enough, do you think?”

         
         Low and hoarse, like he had been screaming.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rank

         
         Victor had insisted upon printing instead of publication. The distribution seemed to mean nothing to him. Instead he kept
            repeating the phrase:
         

         
         “Seven copies for seven men.” Urgent, and resolute.

         
         It wasn’t fiscally responsible to take the request. No one printed less than fifty volumes with our new machines, and as a
            publisher myself, it was kind of me to meet with him about this at all. But Victor promised to pay handsomely for the time
            and labor, and he had additional special requests. He wanted it done on vellum instead of paper, with Sumi ink instead of
            India ink. Wood and leather as well, instead of pulp-and-cloth covers. For maximum longevity.
         

         
         “Vellum?” I’d exclaimed at the time. “How long does it need to last, a thousand years?”

         
         Then I laughed and he did not. His gaze flicked to the floor, as if he were processing the pain of rejection before facing
            me again with a soft “Please, if it would be possible, I would like vellum.”
         

         
         My heart swelled, and beyond my understanding, I was filled with an irrational and unnatural desire to stroke the side of his face. Such longings did not usually come to me. I was not that sort of man. At once, I curled my hand into a fist and pushed forward. 

         
         The inks and other materials would be accessible within a few short weeks, I told him, but the vellum would have to wait months
            to be shipped from the Americas. In spite of the delay, Victor seemed satisfied. He promised to visit to remit payment in
            the coming winter months for a finished product in the early summer. He took down the address of my shop with a charcoal pencil
            and stuck it in the pocket closest to his heart.
         

         
         Then, breathless, we parted at the station, Victor going his way and I going mine. I stood on the platform to watch him as
            he cut through the crowd like a ghost. Inconceivable hair blowing in the wind, adrift in a sea of black hats.
         

         
         The manuscript sat on my desk for a week afterward, bowing the legs below its weight, pulling my gaze like magnetized iron
            every time I moved through the space. I ignored it for many days, until my taste for the story grew again, prickling beneath
            my skin.
         

         
         Then finally, on the evening of a great frost, I could not stand it and courted the tale once more. I poured a glass of rye,
            lit my candles. Settled it upon my knees.
         

         
         Touched his first words again with dry fingertips.

         
         Victor’s handwriting was unbeautiful, like a child’s. Like a man who learned to write too late in life to consider anything
            but purpose for the function. It was a pity I could not print that, too, as it ineffably and irredeemably made the reading
            of it all the better.
         

         
         And much worse.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Foreword

         
         
            They laughed at him.

            You must know this first, that they laughed at him. Often and ardently.
            

            It is rare when you are fully grown, to remember the sting of humiliation and how it reverberates through the body of a child.
               It is pulpy and red, a rage made of tears, and it fills every inch down to the fingernails. Then, as if that were not terrible
               on its own, once enough of it has been had, it settles into the base of the brain and changes it permanently. Almost always
               for the worst.
            

            Victor was seventeen and that is not yet a man. Though at the time, it was quite close to it. The laughter should have pained
               him less if he were fully blooded, I believe.
            

            It is easy when someone has wronged you to imagine they worked with wicked hands and spoke with a wicked tongue at every instance
               of your betrayal. But I cannot. Kindness comes too easily to me, and perhaps that will always be my undoing.
            

            Educated men know that truth told by conquerors is a denigration of the defeated, but you must know how I have tried. Even in the moments where I was not there to witness the quietness of despair, I recognized it in artifacts left behind. I have rebuilt it here, in God’s image, through time, interview, and investigation. 

            Take this volume as the warning it is intended. I do not portend with the veracity of your old masters or the dark wizards
               within your field of study. I am but Margarite’s eldest child.
            

            But a significant evil has happened.

            And through your study of this book, I should greatly desire for it not to be repeated.

            Elias.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            1890

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Run

         
         When he woke, Victor was pleased to find there was cold hare for breakfast, left from dinner last night.

         
         Victor’s landlady was a marvelous cook—for all that she had no husband or children.

         
         His landlady cooked for pleasure and insisted upon Victor dining with her nightly. Did not even charge him extra for the food.
            Though he was young and she was over middle age, he loved sitting across from her by candlelight, eating spiced sausage or
            herbed breads. All the better that their loneliness was remedied by it.
         

         
         She had given him free reign of her three-story house and the workspace in the basement. The rent for his room was half that
            of similar spaces nearby, and she didn’t mind if he took the rest of his meals elsewhere at his leisure.
         

         
         And he was thankful.

         
         Not that Victor took advantage of that very much.

         
         He would go to the tavern occasionally for lunch, if his schedule allowed, but he always sat alone at the end of the bar.
            Beside him on every angle, men full-grown, drinking and laughing with their companions. He watched them closely.
         

         
         Even when things got rough and they spilled their ale or got bloodied in fights, he longed to be among them. Ears ringing, cheek on the sticky floor, shaking off the pain of bruises and running out the doors into the evening. Allies at his back. But he had no companions his age, and it was no fault but his own. 

         
         Company, for Victor, remained a university library of silent guests. The pretense of office hours with a professor. Letters
            ardently written to his family and dearest Elizabeth, but cold and dry, and their shared dinner by candlelight. He thought
            of his early days in this city, far from home, and had to smother the ache in his chest with his palm. He should have been
            more thankful for Henry’s friendship when he had it.
         

         
         Victor swallowed hard and clenched his fists until they were steady, then he pushed away from the table, and fled the building.

         
         He marched down the street until the foul atmosphere choked him less and the bright sunshine and bracing wind made him feel
            himself again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Morning Glory

         
         He was meant to return home after graduation and graduation was close. It had been four years since he’d left Geneva at just
            fourteen. He was a different person now.
         

         
         Victor’s memories of his family were brittle, but his duties to that place were still strong: His father sent money at the
            beginning of the month and a letter four times a year. He expected to hear detailed information about Victor’s studies, presented
            him with interesting cases and details about the patients he handled at home. Doctor Frankenstein was a heavily lauded scholar
            and a patriarch and he expected Victor to grow to be the same.
         

         
         His mother, who he was not close to, wrote more often, talking to him about her hobbies and interesting gossip from her trips
            to town. Remarked on how well the farm was doing and the growth of his baby brother, the weather of the day.
         

         
         But Victor awaited the letters from his dear Elizabeth the most. She spoke to him about her dreams and asked about his, and no one had ever done that before or since. A not-sister and ward who came to live with them. She had followed him into his father’s workspaces, helped his mother in the kitchen, ran with him in the fields and didn’t care much about the mud trailing up the hem of her dresses. She knew him, more than anyone, she knew him and liked him in spite of it.
         

         
         Real love can’t be built on letters alone, Victor was aware of that. But if he must have a wife, he wanted it to be her. He
            hadn’t spoken to her of his feelings yet, but there would be time. She was determined to remain un-betrothed until Victor
            was back in Geneva, wanting for the family to be “complete again,” she said. Waiting for him, he hoped.
         

         
         But there was terror in that, too, in the end. The expectations Doctor Frankenstein had for him at fourteen would be stronger
            now that he was a man. Patients would be looking to him for answers instead of assistance. He had a brother he barely knew
            and a farm to care for, besides. He had to make plans for his inheritance—as it would be considerable—but between his impending
            nuptials and building a household worthy of Elizabeth, it must be managed.
         

         
         And Elizabeth, the last she’d seen of him was when they were children. He must strive to be the sort of man who stepped off that boat and
            onto dry land like a titan before her.
         

         
         A man worthy of the letters he sent. But, as painful as it was to admit, Victor wasn’t sure if he would measure up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Class

         
         “I’ll have your first papers by the end of this week. Ten pages of convincing practical application, one page of a contrary
            argument to your previous exposition.” Professor Krempe closed his folder and stood to conclude the class.
         

         
         Victor raised his hand.

         
         “Are there any subjects not permitted?” he asked. He always asked.
         

         
         Krempe sighed hard and rolled his eyes. The other students were already standing, gathering their things and grumbling, but
            no one could leave the room until Krempe let them out. Victor knew Krempe didn’t like last-minute questions and neither did
            anyone else. But Victor had to know if his work was permissible: he couldn’t afford another dismissal.
         

         
         “Certainly not, Victor. Besides the obvious, just make sure your argument is sound,” he said, striding toward the door.

         
         “I know we’re not allowed to write about the Incomparable Arts, but for the purpose of ethics, would it not be a fine subject
            with which to base both a convincing argument and a contrary one?” Victor continued. “I can . . . provide a synopsis if necessary?”
         

         
         The men that made up his class passed him by. Patrick Houser pushed on his head from behind and muttered an unconvincing apology.
            Victor pet his hair back down and ignored the flutter of laughter.
         

         
         “Just do the work, Victor.” Krempe yanked open the door. “Don’t try anything special.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Hush

         
         This was the last semester of their final year. So if not now, then when?

         
         Every lesson was just a rehashing of what Victor already knew. He could have read these in books on his own at home. There
            was no exploration, no innovation.
         

         
         Victor had been told he was impatient and impulsive. His parents told him, Elizabeth told him, professors had written it in
            his assessments year after year. But he had knowledge and experience his classmates didn’t; he had fears they had yet to realize.
            He could only sit beside them with it unaddressed for so long before he snapped, regardless of what punishment accompanied
            it.
         

         
         His classmates didn’t like him. They didn’t care about medicine or the mysteries of the flesh. But Victor could never feel
            shame for such a thing. Not even for Henry’s sake.
         

         
         He wasn’t supposed to be here. The students he shared classes with were chemists, physicists, mathematicians, cosmologists,
            even some geologists who sought invention over practice. Alchemy was a concentration for inventors, for people who wanted funding and support to study the very limits of their chosen field. Push those limits until they bent.
         

         
         This was why Victor had gone to university years before he should have. It was the reason he would be leaving it long before
            the age the others had started. He knew he was born to create and refused to be embarrassed by it.
         

         
         He was a physician’s son far from the surgery and medical students where he belonged. Sitting beside men who turned metals
            and acids into mystery and flame, men who had never once tried to hold the greedy hands of God at bay.
         

         
         Those chemists, physicists, mathematicians, and cosmologists never stood in muck, elbows deep in blood. Breathed life into
            failing lungs with the sweet press of their own lips. Victor had saved ten men and fifteen women by his father’s side before
            his fourteenth birthday.
         

         
         They didn’t understand, and Victor didn’t have time to force them. But he needed to learn; he couldn’t leave this place without
            solutions, without illumination. Trying the same thing over and over never got you anything but the same result. He wasn’t
            supposed to be here; he was alone here because everyone else in his major always chose to practice medicine. Why become a
            medical doctor if not to practice. Invention was for people with the luxury of time or absolutely no time at all, his father had said.
         

         
         The luxury of time was a gift wasted by the young. Enough people in his father’s office used their last breaths to share that
            wisdom, and Victor was not about to waste it.
         

         
         Everything was fine, as long as he got what he came for.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Roam

         
         The day was broken up into pieces:

         
         Seminar, Concentration 1, Concentration 2, Research Break, Concentration 3, Dismissal.

         
         Their research break could be taken in the library or used for a lunch hour, but at this stage of their education everyone
            used it properly. Victor preferred to be in the library alone, but there was nothing he could do about it. He had Seminar
            and Concentration 1 with Waldman and Concentration 2 and 3 with Krempe, so he knew he’d have to return to his seat in that
            room once the break was over.
         

         
         He could hear his classmates murmuring while sitting in the lounge chairs and felt their gazes heavy on his neck.

         
         Victor didn’t turn to look back at them.

         
         It wasn’t that they mocked him or tormented him the way he’d seen other boys tormented before university. It was something
            in the middle. They appeared to view him as some kind of trivial amusement. His commentary and insight had as much value to
            them as the baying of an untrained hound.
         

         
         They acted like he was putting on a show. When he answered questions in class, they whispered among themselves at his answers. When he was forced to give presentations, they looked back at him, smug. 

         
         Victor could grasp the humiliation one might feel at being made to take classes next to a child of fourteen when one was twenty.
            But it had been four years.
         

         
         Now Victor was nearly eighteen himself. Henry, another bright young thing who had been kind to Victor at the start, was only
            a few years older at twenty-one. Their classmates held a place for Henry at their sides, for some reason. For Victor, there
            was none.
         

         
         He hazarded a glance over his shoulder at the group.

         
         While the rest of the men had distributed throughout the library to begin their research, Petyr, the most popular student,
            and his closest friend, Gregor, remained. Petyr was looking back at Victor, curious, while Gregor spoke to him.
         

         
         Petyr was tall, blond as Victor, handsome and quiet. He wasn’t the brightest in the class or the most well-liked by the professors,
            but he was a natural leader. When he spoke, everyone listened, and he used his words wisely. It was as though he spent the
            day waiting for something worth saying. Gregor, on the other hand, was more of a brute, ferociously whiskered, and much louder.
            Victor didn’t like him or trust him, but he never left Petyr’s side.
         

         
         Jonsi, another of their group, was quieter than Petyr and Gregor both, but he wasn’t any kinder to Victor than the others.

         
         Henry avoided Victor’s gaze as he always did, then murmured something to Jonsi that made him laugh and join Petyr in his staring. Henry hadn’t spoken to him since he had pressed Victor on his feelings for him and Victor had rejected him, soundly. It had been a year. If it had been any other reason, Victor might have missed him dearly, since Henry had been his only friend. As it was, he was just deeply irritated. 

         
         Victor shot Henry a frown and walked farther into the library to get away from their scrutiny.

         
         This paper was the last project of their academic careers. They were meant to use their work from this project to get jobs
            or advanced fellowships. Employers willing to hire straight from university were looking for experts who could provide quality
            service at an affordable rate.
         

         
         Victor couldn’t compete. His age had him at a disadvantage: The prestige of being a wunderkind did not last. Wherever he went,
            he knew he would be underpaid and treated like a child unless he produced something that made him stand out. Alchemists often
            sought the worlds of engineering and invention; men of chemistry and metallurgy sought fortune in the world of industry.
         

         
         But Victor and his family had been rich and they had been poor and now they were rich again.

         
         His father had taught him one very important thing: the best job is one that men need in time of both feast and famine. The
            most valuable skill to have is one that men would pay for with money if they have it and blood if they don’t. Victor believed
            in that and would always choose to service its moral with action.
         

         
         Victor passed the texts on elements and went farther to the back, where the older, biological texts were located. He skimmed a few titles, then began pulling items from the shelf. 

         
         “Can I help you find anything?”

         
         Victor startled.

         
         The librarian, a Mr. Jung, didn’t like when people went into this section of the library. Victor thought he’d seen him sitting
            at his desk at the front of the room, but he must be faster than he looked.
         

         
         “Ernst Haeckel,”* Victor blurted.
         

         
         Mr. Jung was a round man with skin so thin and papery it was nearly transparent. He folded his arms and narrowed his eyes.

         
         “Ernst Haeckel is in the biology section. We do not have the largest biology section in this library as it is not the medical school. I suggest you seek your learning there.”
         

         
         Victor looked over Mr. Jung’s shoulder at the locked collection just behind him, the library of the Incomparable Arts: the alchemy of the body. This university had the largest collection of alchemical books in the entire country—and functioned as more of an archive
            than a traditional library. As such, it held works even the students were not allowed to access. Judging from the look on
            the librarian’s face, that wasn’t about to change.
         

         
         “Would I be able to request access to additional biological alchemical texts for the purpose of—?”

         
         “No,” Mr. Jung interrupted. “Restricted texts are limited to faculty use only. If you can somehow convince faculty to lend secondhand to you, perhaps that may work. But for now, please confine your explorations to the rest of the collection.” 

         
         He put a firm hand on Victor’s shoulder, gave it a warning squeeze, and left.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Red

         
         Professor Krempe wasn’t pleased. Victor was not the only person in class to have his thesis proposal rejected, but he was
            the only person fighting about it.
         

         
         It wasn’t even grotesque. Just a proposal for a type of breathing device he’d spent the better part of a year designing on
            paper. It was feasibly sound, but the components would require live subjects for testing. Undergraduates didn’t have permission
            for that kind of experimentation. But for this device, such a constraint was absurd. A patient qualified for volunteering
            for a machine to help them breathe would have to be in such a state that death was their only alternative anyway.
         

         
         Their argument was reaching a pitch so wild and loud that Jonsi got up and walked out of the room, but still Victor pressed
            the matter.
         

         
         “Progress cannot be stalled by something as immaterial as the probability of wickedness!” Victor spluttered. “Should we turn
            from the wickedness of the past that provided us with lifesaving treatment in the present?”
         

         
         Professor Krempe slammed a hand on the desk. “The barrier for progress must be governed by an understanding of potential damages. The current damages are the legal ramifications of my potential approval of your use of human test subjects for the purpose of unethical experimentation on the weak and vulnerable. Even the medical school has guidelines for involvement of living persons that this project defies—regardless of these subjects’ supposed impending mortality. Damages are governed and reduced by rigid understanding and respect of the rules. Acknowledging the use of a tool as a catalyst for a loss of life before promoting its availability as a tool.” 

         
         “You honestly believe the inventor of the hammer considered its efficacy as a bludgeoning instrument before—”

         
         “Victor.”

         
         “—he decided he needed to put in a nail? The concept is ahistorical and cruel! Beyond that—”

         
         “Victor.” Professor Krempe leaned forward.

         
         “—separating my project from, say, Petyr’s project shows extremely unprofessional favoritism. You can’t possibly think a medical project designed to figure out a way
            to prolong life is more threatening to the demise of humanity than what he’s chosen?! Some kind of atomic decay?”*

         
         Professor Krempe changed tactics. “And what say you to this, Petyr?”

         
         Victor fell silent.

         
         Petyr, who appeared to be sketching, looked up. “What?”

         
         “What say you to the comparison between your subject and Victor’s in regard to potential damages, bearing in mind that his subject has already been rejected and yours has been accepted?” 

         
         Victor hazarded a glance at Petyr, who pressed his lips into a thin line of distaste.

         
         “While . . . the margins of error with my proposal are high and the damages if incorrectly applied are catastrophic, the resulting
            benefits would meet or exceed these damages,” Petyr said slowly. “The energy from atomic decay could be used to unburden men
            of their jobs, clear the smoke from the skies—”
         

         
         “But somehow the pursuit of biological—” Victor started, but Petyr put up a hand.

         
         “The issue here isn’t whether your desire to insulate the body from ‘damage, age, and death” threatens humanity. It’s the
            imbalance between benefit and drawback. Your interests—even beyond the scope of this proposal—are meaningful to the currently
            living, but if used to catastrophe, they could immediately have negative impact on individual lives. Not to mention the continued
            employment of our professor, legal issues with the university, damages requested from you personally from aggrieved loved
            ones, and front-page, humiliating scandal. On the other hand, my work could destroy generations just as it builds generations—and
            it would only destroy in the form of failure. Yours comes at the cost of lives, bare minimum, even in the case of your greatest
            success.”
         

         
         Victor seethed, and he turned from Petyr to Professor Krempe.

         
         “And you care so little for The Now? You, a soldier, who has stood among men in tatters, with pieces missing. Seen friends come home changed and bitter. Washed
            clothes drenched in blood that did not belong to enemies? Should the sacrifices and advancements as a result of experimentation
            that prolonged their lives have waited?”*

         
         Professor Krempe reared back as though he had been struck.

         
         Victor turned to the class. “And the rest of us. Have we not had our sleep interrupted by the cries of the dying during the
            birth of the living? Played with friends one morning and wept at their bedside the following evening? The son of a doctor
            has seen many things the rest of you have been denied the pleasure of viewing. Pain is not immaterial just because it is brief.”
         

         
         “So you would force vulnerable people to endure horrors to escape your pain?”

         
         “Men two hundred years ago would consider our advancements today ‘horrors.’ As that which is unnatural is, in partiality,
            that which is only unfamiliar,” Victor spat. “And more, this is only theory. Whether I get to work on this project here or not, I will someday. When I
            have finished, I will let you all know.”
         

         
         Petyr leaned forward, closing his notebook.

         
         “Do you think there would be much profit in this?” he asked.

         
         Victor was caught off guard. Petyr sounded genuinely interested.

         
         “Uh. Perhaps? Starting with medical study would likely not provide financial windfall for some time . . . but securing a military contract could potentially bear fruit in that regard. . . . Why?” 

         
         “I was curious if that was your motivation,” Petyr said with a smirk. “It would be mine.”

         
         Victor looked between Professor Krempe and Petyr.

         
         “I promise it is not. I hadn’t considered this until asked. . . .” Victor trailed off. He didn’t really need money: his inheritance
            would finance a tidy living and additional moneys from work would be merely supplemental. Fortune seeking was really the least
            of his interests. Prioritizing money was obscene in comparison to the value of human life. Though having this pointed out
            this late in the argument was a bit . . . embarrassing.
         

         
         Professor Krempe closed his eyes for a long moment, then opened them again.

         
         “Victor, if I allow you to design this . . . object, you are still not allowed to use it for live human testing. Save that
            sort of thing for your apprenticeship after graduation. That way your mentor will take responsibility for any potential damages,
            humiliations, and legal matters, not me or this institution.”
         

         
         Victor sighed. Thank God.

         
         “And,” Professor Krempe continued loudly, “you must write an additional thirty pages on potential ramifications of unethical
            human testing, and not just from the perspective of ambitious, wealthy boys just like you.”
         

         
         “Thirty pages?! But that’s twice as long as—” Victor spluttered.

         
         “It has been four years of this. Another word and I’ll finally process that long overdue request for your expulsion,” Professor Krempe said, stern. “Have I made myself clear?” 

         
         Horrified, Victor nodded.

         
         Professor Krempe stood. “Class is dismissed. . . . Twenty minutes off schedule, I might add.”

         
         Victor was not spared accusatory glances and words from the majority of the class as they filed to the door. His cheeks burned
            as he packed his things; his own pulse thundered in his ears. He felt so childish.
         

         
         The weight of Petyr’s hand landing on his shoulder was so unexpected that Victor violently flinched.

         
         “Whoa, it’s all right.” Petyr snatched his hand back. “I just wanted to see if you wanted to join us tonight?”

         
         “Why?” Victor demanded, defensive.

         
         Gregor waited behind Petyr, looking irritated, of course. But Victor’s eyes slid over to Henry, and his former friend’s face
            was open and curious. Even Jonsi was looking in through the doorway, not objecting to Petyr’s strange request.
         

         
         Petyr tilted his head to the side.

         
         “You said some things that moved me. You have my curiosity.” He paused. “For the price of a drink, I’d like to hear more.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Store

         
         Victor’s bones hummed. He’d never been out with anyone before, much less people so well liked as these. He followed Petyr,
            Gregor, Henry, and Jonsi to the tavern they favored.
         

         
         He kept double-checking them for signs of sarcasm, like they would reach a halfway point, then all start laughing and send
            him home. But they didn’t.
         

         
         They didn’t force him to walk in the street next to them or leave him trailing behind. They rearranged their foursome so he
            would be at the front with Petyr. Or near the middle with Henry, who was polite enough not to speak to him at all.
         

         
         They stuck to casual conversation—it seemed—so that he wouldn’t feel excluded from personal jokes or topics they had history
            with. Gregor the Horrible even steadied Victor’s shoulder when Victor slipped in some mud.
         

         
         All in all, it was very strange but a bit exciting. It was as if the eye of Petyr’s favor having landed on him had erased
            full years of Victor being ignored and sneered at.
         

         
         Victor couldn’t trust it, but he could enjoy it while it lasted.

         
         The tavern they chose was one Victor had never been to.

         
         He preferred taverns that were loud enough for no one to notice him, had better food than they had drink. With whitewashed walls and busty girls to look at. Prices that didn’t make his eyes water. 

         
         This place was more like a gentleman’s club. The windows were covered with shades of black velveteen. There were couches and
            chairs. No one was eating at the bar or getting into boisterous fights, though there was loud chatter. Most of the men here
            were finely dressed, older. There were no women, even behind the bar.
         

         
         Petyr selected a table close to the back door and draped his jacket over a chair. He pulled out the one beside him for Victor.
            Gregor swiveled his own seat over from the bar to perch on Petyr’s other side, visibly irritated that Petyr had not done this
            for him.
         

         
         “So,” Petyr started. “I feel like we’ve all heard the direction in which your interests lie, but I’ve been curious: Is what
            you’re sharing with the class the whole of your ambition, or is it the least of it?”
         

         
         Victor opened his mouth to reply, but Petyr continued.

         
         “You seem quite straightforward most days, but today for whatever reason, you decided to mention the why after years of only shouting about the what.”
         

         
         “Well . . . ,” Victor began, then paused, a bit taken aback to have such an open audience for his opinions.

         
         Henry nodded at Victor. “Go on. I’ll grab us drinks.”

         
         Victor looked down at the table. “Well. I have been thinking about, after graduation, where I could be most medically necessary. I wish to focus my attentions on stabilization. I think we can do more effective work if we are able to maintain life support for people while seeking solution for an ailment.* Or even some kind of suspended state of living, once we have achieved that. I’m working on some machines—”
         

         
         “That’s more like engineering, though.” Henry returned. He put a rich brown lager in front of each of their party, then settled
            down in his chair. Kicking his legs out comfortably.
         

         
         “In a way, but the theory behind any machine designed to maintain critical function is one designed on the premise that man
            can control things we previously considered up to God,” Victor said, taking a tentative sip. “Breathing, blood moving, the
            brain continuing its feverish spinning. Even blood itself is made of things we have access to—chemically speaking.”
         

         
         Gregor laughed, sharp and mean. “Ah yes, your fake blood theory. That made class an entire thirty minutes longer. I was late
            to my sister’s handfasting* because of that.”
         

         
         “I . . . I’m sorry,” Victor stammered. “I don’t mean to extend class times. I just . . . It’s really frustrating when you’ve
            come to a place to seek knowledge and there are stopgaps at every opportunity.”
         

         
         Petyr nodded. “So, it would be different if they didn’t know, but instead they’ve been insisting that you simply not ask.”

         
         “More than that. I’ve spent so much of my life with my father and in the presence of his work that being here has been a rehashing for me.” 

         
         Petyr looked up at Gregor, exchanging a silent observation with him.

         
         “So, have you come to a conclusion on that, then? Reanimation? Because that is the heart of all your little projects. The
            plasmid blood, the cardio-electrocution, the breathing machine, all your proposals. They’re tools with the end goal of stalling
            death or managing reanimation shortly after death,” Petyr asked.
         

         
         Victor shrugged. “Yes. I’m glad you’ve been paying attention, Petyr, but it doesn’t matter unless I have the ability to test
            any of them on a willing subject—”
         

         
         A bearded man in a deep burgundy suit stumbled into their table, sloshing his drink in splatters. Henry jerked away in disgust,
            covering his pint with his hand.
         

         
         “Ah, excuse me, gentlemen. Sorry, sorry,” he said, then sat at the bar across from them, tilting and swaying dangerously.

         
         Gregor sneered at the man, then turned back to Victor sharply.

         
         “You were saying?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Grave

         
         Victor was aware he was soundly drunk, but he was having a marvelous time. He had never had so much opportunity to talk to
            his classmates this way.
         

         
         Henry—as always—was funny in a blunt sort of way, the way Victor remembered him, and he was surprised at how much he’d missed
            that.
         

         
         Jonsi had harsh, strong opinions and had known Petyr the longest, so he was the least likely to be swayed by his presence.

         
         Gregor at his core still very much didn’t seem to like or trust Victor, but he seemed to be playing nice at least for the
            evening.
         

         
         “And did you know that the brain can be touched with fingers and implements, producing the most fascinating of side effects?
            Vision, speech, even: You can manually create emotions like laughter or sadness,”* Victor was saying. He leaned hard into Henry, who had an arm slung round his shoulders.
         

         
         “Touching a brain? Disgusting. You like disgusting things, little man,” Henry slurred.

         
         “Not so!” Victor objected. “It’s not disgusting, it’s fascinating. I do think as well that we could perhaps keep a brain in suspension if we feed it everything it needs. It doesn’t age like flesh does, exposed to the elements. . . .” 

         
         “A floating brain?” Gregor scoffed. “I bet it withers immediately. I bet you can’t. . . . You can’t.”

         
         “You’ve had enough of this,” Petyr said with a laugh, pushing Gregor’s glass out of reach.

         
         “Why do you have so little confidence, Gregor?” Jonsi said. “The wunderkind can do anything, why not this?”

         
         Gregor rolled his eyes. “The wunderkind.” He said unkindly, “How many years of this are we meant to take?”

         
         “Technically there’re only a few months left,” Petyr said with a shrug.

         
         Gregor threw out his arms. “And has he once done more than any of us can do? No. He hasn’t.”

         
         “I can,” Victor said, sitting up straight. “I can do things. . . .”

         
         “You’re just a spoiled daddy’s boy, too much money to know what to do with,” Gregor slurred.

         
         Victor went cold. Henry and Jonsi laughed. Petyr raised an eyebrow, smirking at Gregor, but quickly shifted his face when
            he saw Victor was watching him.
         

         
         “He didn’t mean anything by it,” Petyr corrected.

         
         “So what if I did?” Gregor poked a finger in Victor’s face. “What are you going to do about it, Wunderkind. Get your daddy
            to come rearrange my face?”
         

         
         “Shove off, Gregor. You’re making him red.” Henry elbowed Victor in the side. Victor snatched himself away and could feel
            his heartbeat in his cheeks.
         

         
         “I didn’t get where I am from money. I got here from working hard. Just like you, Gregor,” Victor said slowly.

         
         His irritation made him feel crisp; the room around him sharpened in resolution. Petyr shrugged and took a long swallow of
            his drink.
         

         
         “Most of us are here to become very valuable to very rich men. Alchemists make good money, more and more of it as we age,”
            Petyr pointed out. “It is a privilege to be able to dream of a world beyond this where work can be your pleasure.”
         

         
         “This isn’t a game for me,” Victor said, pushing away from the table. “I thought you brought me here because you understood.”

         
         Petyr crossed his arms and leaned back to look at him. “I brought you here because you interested me for a moment. Nothing
            more.”
         

         
         The superiority in Petyr’s gaze made a hole open in Victor’s chest. The way Petyr sat in his chair like a lord. More sober
            and steady than any of them, even though he’d matched them all drink for drink.
         

         
         “Is there anything I could ever have done to make you all take me seriously?” Victor asked quietly.

         
         Henry shrugged beside him. “Confident men don’t usually seek approval from others, but you’re what, sixteen, seventeen now?
            Are you even a man?”
         

         
         Victor closed his eyes and tried to shove the prickling back down his throat. “If I am not yet a man but I am standing beside
            you in every way that matters, how much more of one will I be, given enough time to match you?”
         

         
         And it was the core of their issue with each other. Henry was a man who hated being bested, and Victor had bested him time and again. 

         
         Jonsi whistled low, impressed. “He’s got you there, Henry.”

         
         Henry chuckled, then leaned his chin on his hands, blue eyes twinkling. “What a marvel, even in his fury,” he whispered. “I’d
            like to see what man you become, Victor Frankenstein.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t,” Gregor scoffed.

         
         Petyr was still staring at him, steady and open. “Show us, then. One of your accomplishments, built from your own sweat.”

         
         “Why should I? It would never matter.” Victor was done here. He could not cry in public. He looked up at the bartender and
            began calculating what he owed in drinks so he could leave this place without any debts to these people.
         

         
         Petyr leaned forward. “It would matter to you,” he said. “An opportunity to show the fruits of your talents instead of drowning
            us all in your contemplation of theory. You can prove Henry wrong, silence his boasting. You can reduce Gregor to hot wind.
            Jonsi . . . has behaved himself.”
         

         
         “And you?” Victor asked.

         
         Petyr tilted his head and smiled. “Money. Perhaps Gregor is right, you do seem to have more of it than you know what to do
            with. I . . . am a farmer’s son. I walked into this city with the clothes on my back, and I’m set to walk out of it with much
            the same.”
         

         
         Victor hadn’t known that. He looked at Petyr harder, beyond his flash and poise. At the wear on the collar of his jacket, the split seams on his sleeves mended with careful hand. The undershirt ever so slightly out of fashion but bleached and starched crisp. 

         
         “I have a bit of savings, though,” Petyr continued. “I’m willing to place it on a bet, if you’re bold enough to take it.”

         
         Gregor reached out a hand and clasped Petyr’s shoulder.

         
         “No, my friend, let me. Do not waste what you—” He paused, uncomfortable with letting Victor witness their closeness.

         
         Gregor tilted his chin up. “Thirty marks. Me to you if you succeed at a true reanimation, three hundred to us if you fail.”

         
         “What?!” Victor exclaimed. “Absolutely not; that’s ridiculous.”

         
         “Four years you’ve forced us to listen to what you could do,” Gregor said, and he sounded much more sober than he had moments
            ago. “What’s the matter now? Do you believe in yourself less than we do?”
         

         
         Victor looked around the table and his stomach sank. He finally understood that he’d been had this entire time. His wine-soaked
            brain tried to replay the events of the night, his own boasting, and wild claims. It would be embarrassing to back out now,
            much less with Henry’s taunting of his manhood so fresh in Victor’s ears.
         

         
         Three hundred marks was close to what he got every two months from home. It was a large sum but not an unachievable one. Petyr
            clearly needed it, despite pretending he didn’t.
         

         
         It wasn’t unreasonable to believe that they could be resources for each other after their apprenticeships. Petyr’s focus was
            energy, and what if Victor’s medical machines needed a stronger power source than his employer could provide?
         

         
         Victor looked at each member of the group: none of them was without value and each of them had potential. Even Gregor could soften as he aged, become a friend and a better man. Victor knew it was a weakness, but he was incapable of looking at anyone and not seeing the ability for kinship. If only he knew the right words to say to earn it. 

         
         Victor closed his eyes. “Fine. Thirty marks to me and three hundred* to you if I fail.”
         

         
         “And what is the charge?” Jonsi asked, leaning forward.

         
         Victor stood and took out his wallet.

         
         “I am going to give the gift of life. Bring a man back from its shores and invent a thing that outlasts all of us,” he said.

         
         He placed a few bills on the table, enough to cover everyone’s drinks.

         
         “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.”

         
         “Wait, this is too much—” Henry picked up the money to count it, bewildered.

         
         Victor turned back around. “The bet will be settled the week after graduation. I’ll send invitations. Until then, I would
            prefer it if none of you spoke to me again unless it’s absolutely necessary. I . . . I am unsure if I could bear it.”
         

         
         He clenched his hands into fists to stop them from shaking, then he bowed—polite—and fled the room.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rut

         
         Victor pushed out into the night and stood on the stoop outside. He titled his head back and took a deep breath. Let the steam
            billow out of his mouth.
         

         
         “That was an interesting thing to witness.”

         
         Victor turned sharply to find the man who had jostled their table many hours ago standing beside him, smoking a pipe. He was
            red haired and bearded and much less drunk than he seemed inside.
         

         
         “M-may I help you?”

         
         “You shouldn’t speak of the Incomparable Arts in the open among enemies and friends,” the man replied.

         
         An odd response.

         
         Victor frowned. “All right. Well. Have a good evening.”

         
         He started to walk, but the man’s voice called out behind him.

         
         “You’re not alone in your thoughts. There are others. A community of us, if you are interested.”

         
         Victor stopped walking but kept his back turned away.

         
         “We’re having a get-together next week, and I wondered if you would be averse to attending?” The voice came from beside him,
            and Victor jumped away in surprise. But the man just chuckled and patted him hard on the back.
         

         
         “Sorry, a bit light on my feet. I’m Fitz.” He stuck out his hand to be shook.

         
         Victor went to grasp it, but Fitz took it back, did something strange with his fingers, and flicked out a card for Victor
            to take instead.
         

         
         “Just a fun little trick. Alchemists are all fond of the magic of science. Sleight of hand, though? A pauper’s delight. Always
            saw the charm in it,” Fitz said.
         

         
         This close and under the streetlight, Victor could see how exceptionally sober this man was.

         
         He smiled politely and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll . . . see you there?”

         
         Fitz nodded, swaying on his feet. “Hopefully!” he said cheerily. “Good night, Dark Alchemist! See yourself safely home!”

         
         Victor walked quickly away. He looked over his shoulder more than once and found Fitz still standing there watching him. Dark
            Alchemist? What a horrible thing to be called. He shivered and turned a corner, eager to put this terrible night behind him.
         

         
         But still, Victor stuck the card in his breast pocket. Kept it there for days.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Dark

         
         Victor took a deep breath and handled this the way he handled any emergency his father had needed him for: He had to be efficient,
            he had to take notes, and he had to be neat.
         

         
         He asked his landlady for permission to clear the basement for lab work, paid extra to store her belongings elsewhere. Scrubbed
            the stone floors and musty walls, sealed cracks, whitewashed the whole of it. Procured tinctures, tools, and machines. Brought
            a long table down and prepped it for surgery. Outlined his schedule with room for variation. Then, he began.
         

         
         You must start with rats, even though Victor disliked them. He fed them lush grains and clean water and sweet fruits, then
            put them to sleep before starting.
         

         
         Their weight changed slightly after they expired, so there was an element missing. Victor wanted to call it the weight of
            the soul, but that felt too mythological. It may be a change in quickly expiring gases or perhaps the weight of the electricity
            needed to keep a body going.*

         
         But the rats were too small to be precise in his calculations. An animal of fifty to eighty pounds would be much easier to calculate for. But in these parts that meant a pig or small sheep and, unlike rats, livestock would be immediately missed and prosecuted. 

         
         So Victor moved to something bigger.

         
         He spent his food budget on pricey cuts of meat, small toys, and soft blankets. Eating his penance in watery gruel while his
            vermin—only the old and sick—spent a week in heaven after years on the street, before finding sleep.
         

         
         But it wasn’t enough. There were too many variables still. He knew, after weeks, that there was a time he called the Undeath:
            a short period of perhaps two to five minutes after perishing when the body could be quickened before subsiding into true
            and permanent death. Hearts shocked into beating, lungs bellowed with air. But the process wasn’t sustainable and it did not
            reactivate the brain in any real way that mattered. He must start here. The brain could not survive without . . . something.
         

         
         The heart machine was expensive to make and somewhat dangerous to use but structurally sound. His breathing machine was simple
            to conceptualize but strange to locate parts for. If he got the pressure incorrect for the bellows, the lungs simply exploded.
            This was foul and messy but not nearly as much as his electrical exploits. Once, he touched a body without protective gloves
            and a shock ran through him so terribly that his own heart faltered.
         

         
         With every failure, he was driven back out into the night with his anesthetics and his great burlap sack.

         
         It wasn’t inconspicuous. His landlady wondered at him about where he went in the evenings, and he felt awful whenever he saw her face. Victor dreamed up a world for her of new friends and boyish mischief, so the wrinkles at the sides of her eyes and mouth wouldn’t tug so. 

         
         She settled to think of him this way, seemed pleased, even. Suggested that he take a few nights off from dinner with her to
            foster these friendships, which Victor took advantage of—gladly.
         

         
         Then, there was the other thing.

         
         Victor hadn’t grown up in a house where he had been expected to clean. They’d had servants, and even if they’d gone without
            for a time, he was the elder son.
         

         
         He made his messes and left them, and when he returned, they’d disappeared.

         
         But he couldn’t leave the basement a mess: it would start to smell and the smell would court curiosity.

         
         So Victor learned to put away his organic messes the same night. Stripping them to the bone like a butcher, separating out
            meat from fur and dumping with the refuse of their local meat shop. He tossed the bones in the Danube. He started to rub things
            down with vinegar, then clarify them with salt water.
         

         
         He switched to alcohol when a classmate who sat behind him sneered that he made the whole room smell like salad dressing.

         
         During the day when he was not home, his lab was clean and shining with a faint air of hospital. In the evenings, he sealed
            the bottom of the door so the heavy scent of blood and offal stayed with him while he worked. Then he cleaned again, sluicing
            the floors and wiping them dry before midnight.
         

         
         By the time the frost was starting to set in, Victor was efficient. He was getting closer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Stay

         
         Victor checked the calling card for the address one last time.

         
         It was late, and the air was chilly. He glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone was watching him.

         
         “How may I help you?”

         
         A butler, graying and severe, was waiting for him when he jerked back around.

         
         “I—I received an invitation? There’s supposed to be a party?” Victor stammered.

         
         He held out the card, and the man snatched it from his hand. The butler looked it over, then scrutinized Victor suspiciously.
            Taking in his greased-down blond curls, round youthful face, ironed cloak, and shiny shoes.
         

         
         “Did you find this or was this handed to you?” he asked.

         
         “Handed to me,” Victor said quickly. “A man in a tavern heard me having an argument with a friend and invited me. He said
            I had to come alone. . . . He had red hair, brown beard. . . .” Victor couldn’t remember his name. It hadn’t been on the card.
         

         
         The butler narrowed his eyes but stepped aside.

         
         “Come in. Quickly, quickly.”

         
         Victor stumbled into the foyer, and the butler closed the door sharply behind him. Victor had his cloak stripped from him and hung in a closet by the door. 

         
         “Shoes off. Mr. Sauer doesn’t want damage to the wood.”

         
         It was an odd request. But the black wood floors did gleam brightly, so Victor removed his shoes. His sock had a small hole
            in the toe. Victor covered it with his other foot, but the butler noticed it in an instant and sneered. The butler dug in
            the coat closet and produced a pair of plain black house slippers.
         

         
         “Mind your first impression,” he hissed, and Victor’s cheeks burned.

         
         There was the sound of talking and light music up ahead, but this was a mansion, and he was bound to end up anywhere if he
            followed noise instead of instruction.
         

         
         “Where do I go?”

         
         “Down the hall, to the left, and then a little farther, and the study is to the right. Do you need a chaperone?”

         
         Victor shook his head. This certainly didn’t make him feel any less anxious and uncomfortable. His pulse thumped in his sweaty
            palms, and he wiped them on his trousers as he walked.
         

         
         The Sauer Mansion was dimly lit and strangely decorated. Bright colors were preferable, if one could afford them. But Mr.
            Sauer’s home was a masterpiece of black, ivory, and steel. There was a coldness about it that made Victor uncomfortable but
            also excited him.
         

         
         The music swelled as Victor approached the room, and he clenched his fists anxiously.

         
         There were no less than twenty men in here. It was a comfortable study, red carpets, red walls, red chairs and couches. There were two servers with food on trays, a violinist and pianist in the corner by the window, and a large bar with a barman. His face was as severe as the butler’s. 

         
         The moment Victor stepped over the threshold, a small shout from the back of the room pierced the air.

         
         “The Young Aesthete!” The man from the tavern swanned across the room, quickly clasping Victor’s shoulder.

         
         His eyes were bright and wet, cheeks ruddy with drink.

         
         “I wasn’t sure you’d gather up the courage, though I’m quite glad you did. Come, meet the others,” he said, blowing breath
            scented strongly of port directly into Victor’s face.
         

         
         The man guided Victor across the room and right to a small gathering of three others, heedless of the curious glances.

         
         There was a blond, bearded man dressed all in pale yellow; a stout balding man in gray tweed; and a tall, long-haired man
            in black boiled wool. They all looked amused but slightly annoyed by this man’s histrionics.
         

         
         “Mr. Burghart, Mr. Smidt, and Mr. Sauer,” he said, pointing at each guest, before pressing a hand to his chest. “And you can
            call me Fitz!”
         

         
         Victor shook everyone’s hand and felt quite small and quite young. “Victor Frankenstein.”

         
         “Frankenstein? Of the great Alphonse Frankenstein?! God, I should have known. Greatness can only beget greatness in its own way,” Fitz said. He turned to Mr. Sauer. “I found this one in a tavern talking about suspended life states with the veracity of Bradley King or that American John Forthright. Sitting among a gaggle of students who didn’t seem to understand or care much about his theory, and I just couldn’t leave well enough alone. You know me—” 

         
         “Yes, we know you,” Mr. Smidt muttered in kind reproach.

         
         “Anyway.” Fitz rolled his eyes. “They were talking him away from some serious revelations, and I figured it would be prudent
            to save a good mind from dying among the rabble, so it were.”
         

         
         “You mean the age-appropriate peers from which you removed him?” Mr. Sauer remarked.

         
         “And that’s just the thing!” Fitz exclaimed. “He looks like a child, but this Victor Frankenstein is in graduate school. He’ll
            be employable within the year!”
         

         
         He tightened his grip on Victor’s shoulder, then pushed him forward a bit, like he was doing show-and-tell.

         
         “Go on, explain to them your theory and invention.”

         
         The room was suddenly very quiet and very warm. Victor could tell everyone was listening; even the servers had stopped moving
            around the space.
         

         
         “I . . . I have found a way to preserve a body without the brain, via electrical pulse and bellow, holding it in a comatose
            state for a few seconds after natural expiration. Not . . . human, of course, and it’s not very long, but it’s a promising
            start. I do believe that with sufficient electrical stimulation and alchemical filtration of post-death blood impurities,
            I may be able to reverse . . .”
         

         
         The music had ceased playing. Victor, anxious, also stopped talking.

         
         “You see—” Fitz began, but Mr. Sauer held up a hand.

         
         “That’s enough, Fitz,” he said. “You, come with me.”

         
         Mr. Sauer swept through the room, walking quickly.

         
         Victor glanced back at Fitz, and Fitz excitedly waved him off. “Go! Go! I’m sure it’s something interesting. Seize the moment!”

         
         Victor stumbled after Mr. Sauer before he lost track of him. As they left the room, the music started up again, and he could
            hear the voices of renewed conversation.
         

         
         Mr. Sauer drifted before him like a specter; he had to be at least 195 cm and his long dark hair was so out of fashion that
            it reminded Victor of medieval royalty or something like it. Mr. Sauer gazed back just the once to make sure Victor was following
            him, then he picked up the pace. Leading them both to a dark library.
         

         
         Mr. Sauer stood at the entrance, ushering Victor inside, then closed the door sharply behind him.

         
         “Please forgive Fitz,” he started. “In his enthusiasm, he forgets himself.”

         
         Victor nodded, but he didn’t know quite what to say.

         
         Mr. Sauer led Victor to a small set of chairs with a table between them. The only place to sit between the rows of shelves.

         
         “Your invention far outweighs the worth of your potential discovery,” Mr. Sauer said. “You shouldn’t speak about it so loudly
            or boldly in the company of inventors, doctors, and alchemists.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know I was in the company of such,” Victor replied, crossing his legs to get his bearings. “I wasn’t informed of
            much at all.”
         

         
         Mr. Sauer smiled. “Then I shall apologize for that, too. This, Victor Frankenstein, is a meeting of the Collectivists of the Unknown and Uncanny. We study and admire works on the fringes of our fields. I myself am a primary archivist for works, literature, and instruments. Fritz himself is an archivist of people, contacts you could say. He truly can’t help himself from finding them.” 

         
         “And he found me,” Victor said.

         
         “And he found you,” Mr. Sauer echoed.

         
         Silence grew between them as Mr. Sauer observed him. Victor refused to shrink beneath his gaze.

         
         “Victor, to what end do you work on this endeavor? Are you looking to save a dying loved one? Many dark alchemists are.”

         
         Victor frowned. This was the second time someone had called him that, and it made his stomach turn uncomfortably. He tried
            not to think of his many small graves.
         

         
         “I’m not a dark alchemist.”

         
         “You are,” Mr. Sauer replied quietly. “You’ve drunk the elixir of curiosity and put hands to its making. A machine now exists
            that did not before . . . and you mentioned bodies. To remove the choice of sacrifice is dark indeed.”
         

         
         “They’re only rats and they had to be dying first: I didn’t just choose randomly. Besides, I could destroy my work, my research,
            my lab, and myself if I needed to,” Victor insisted. “There is nothing that can’t be undone.”
         

         
         Mr. Sauer looked at him hard under his dark eyebrows, with his dark eyes. “A thought or invention, once conceptualized never dies. It just appears again and again in time and place until it lives a proper lifetime and either evolves or falls from fashion.” 

         
         He stood and began pacing. “Your machine . . . it could be repurposed for the sake of medicine. It could be used to keep hearts
            of the living pumping, keep their lungs breathing, but that wasn’t why it was built. Victor, some inventors build for the
            greatness of humanity, and some inventors—like you—build for the thrill of building itself.”
         

         
         Victor disagreed. This man didn’t understand him at all, but he held his tongue.

         
         Mr. Sauer stopped and smiled. “Fitz is a strange man, a brilliant one. And the rest of us, we are inventors and collectors,
            all. But we build our identities and collections as the sentinels of progress, detritus of learned men guarded and enshrined
            by the curious. You, dark alchemist, can choose your path. To follow the requirements of your teachers and peers, land your
            apprenticeship in surgery or engineering. Or you can follow the charge that spurred your invention in the first place, join
            the ranks of men who believe in more.”
         

         
         “More?” Victor asked.

         
         Mr. Sauer opened his arms. “More can be anything you wish it to be.”

         
         Victor took a moment to gaze around the room. “Is this library a part of your collection?”

         
         Mr. Sauer grinned. “For what other reason would I bring you here?”

         
         Victor stood. He was bold enough to walk past Mr. Sauer and to a bookcase to pull a volume from its shelves. “Chimera and the History of Organic Grafting. Is this real?”
         

         
         Mr. Sauer shrugged. “Some of it. I’m a glorified librarian and aficionado. I don’t question my pieces; I simply enjoy them. Here: this other section might be more to your liking.” 

         
         Victor followed him across the library to an area of half-filled shelves by a window. This collection was meager, drenched
            in moonlight, sparse and pathetic in comparison to the rest.
         

         
         “There isn’t much in your area of study. Much of this library is mystery of physics and exploration of the stars, creatures
            of God and their uses, illusions and psychology of hypnotism and influence, fantasy and the uncanny. Manipulation of the human
            form is . . . dark arts indeed.”
         

         
         “Do you have that same opinion on blood transfusions, a thing that would have been considered obscene last century, that has
            since saved thousands of lives?” Victor chanced a snide remark.
         

         
         Mr. Sauer didn’t reply to that. He just made a curious face.

         
         Victor picked up a book and flipped it open. “This just looks like magic tricks. Witchcraft.”

         
         Mr. Sauer shrugged. “I was informed it was notable, so I collected it. I don’t practice or create. If it interests you, you
            can take it, but it must be brought back. It’s a part of this library and belongs with the rest of it. To be used for study
            only, of course. Practical application can be explored after graduation and placement with appropriate apprenticeship.”
         

         
         Victor put that book back on the shelf and pulled another. “If I borrow this, when would you need it back by?”

         
         “Before I die, hopefully?” Mr. Sauer joked. “You can take only one book at a time so choose wisely. Mr. Smidt hasn’t returned a text on tree signal communication and hasn’t been allowed to borrow anything new in fifteen years.” 

         
         Victor scanned the twenty texts and settled on a slim book titled Brain, Spirit, Body: The Forbidden Arts.
         

         
         “Do you by chance know any other . . . alchemists that I can speak to?”

         
         Mr. Sauer surprised Victor with a laugh. “Now that’s the forte of Fitz, my friend. I can borrow an address book from him.
            When you’ve finished this volume, you can come by and make an exchange.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” Victor tucked the book under his arm and looked up into Mr. Sauer’s eyes, crinkled and kind.

         
         “Truly, thank you. You didn’t have to accept me in this place, and I understand it is a privilege. When do you think you’ll
            be available for guests again? I’d love to come back.”
         

         
         “Anytime. I never leave these walls,” Mr. Sauer admitted. “You wouldn’t either if you were familiar with the powers that lay
            beyond them.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Groan

         
         Victor didn’t stay for the rest of the party. He returned to the main room with Mr. Sauer, said his goodbyes to the rest of
            the men, and took off into the night.
         

         
         The book he borrowed was burning a hole in his pocket, and he needed to return to his rooms to spend some time with it.

         
         His landlady had long since gone to bed. The house was dark and he did not want to wake anyone. He crept upstairs, locked
            the door to his rooms, stripped off his clothes, and settled into bed.
         

         
         The volume was the size of a pocket book. The linen cover had no text. Instead, there was an image of a hare embossed on the
            front. The title was written in white on the spine, and there was a date in the same ink on the inside of the back cover:
            08-16-1731. The text inside was written entirely in blue ink. Not the greenish-blue, popular for illustrations these days but a dusty
            blue that reminded him of china plates.
         

         
         Even the paper inside was strange. He paused for a minute, warring with himself, then licked the edge of a page. Vellum. Strange
            for such a small book. Vellum was mostly used for large illuminated religious texts, not personal ones.
         

         
         The typeface was tiny, had the marks of an individual screen press, and the book was written—to Victor’s surprise—in conversational French. Like a journal and a textbook in one. 

         
         Victor’s French was passable but not perfect. He could read enough of these words to make use of the book, and it was fascinating
            beyond that.
         

         
         The anonymous author was curious and enthusiastic, speaking with awe and reverence of that which he’d seen. It became clear
            that this was not the work of a scientist but the careful observations of a travel writer whose interest lay in seeking out
            stimulating subjects regarding the body and its limits.
         

         
         The first few chapters were fascinating accounts of brain operations to change a person’s language or what colors their eyes
            saw by damage and manipulation of the physical brain flesh. There were interesting deliberations on Hypnotism and Haitian
            Zombies,* a few spells, and potions designed to strip free will from its hosts that made a chill run down Victor’s spine.
         

         
         Spells perhaps was not the right word—perhaps prayers instead. Or maybe it wasn’t about the words at all. Maybe it was like
            how medieval medical chants were designed to measure time while performing procedures, less about enchantment than the rhythm
            of application. . . .
         

         
         Anyhow, there were accounts of manipulation of the muscles with electrical stimulation. An elaborate theory for metallic replacement limbs and hands, stimulated into motion by the body’s own electrical current, that made Victor’s heart race. There were purification rituals and healing instructions. 

         
         Then, under a chapter titled “Manipulations de L’âme” were spells. There was a small foreword where the author commented on
            similar elements involved, such as electricity, water, and even magnets in some cases.
         

         
         Though Victor was sure this was what he was looking for, there was some difficulty as the language began to veer toward vagueness
            and similarity.
         

         
         Destruction of the soul is close to Deconstruction of the soul. Dividing of the soul to Divining of the soul. If not in language,
            then certainly in meaning.
         

         
         If a spell designed to split a person’s soul into movable parts to then be removed or replaced was called Deconstruction of
            the soul, what was then Dividing of the soul in comparison? Divining of the soul was to what end? And how would one see that
            which was divined?
         

         
         Thankfully, the spells most useful for his experimentation were a bit clearer. There was a tethering spell to hold a soul
            to a body and a spell for releasing a dormant soul, which perhaps referred to comatose revival. And a spell that appeared
            to call a random soul to an available vessel. Similar to a golem,* though it made clear to mention that the body must be available for implantation. So perhaps instead for the preservation of a beloved’s soul in a recently deceased or comatose body? 

         
         It worried him that all the incantations specified their design for a human subject, which could call to question the effectiveness
            on animal test subjects.
         

         
         Finding someone who would volunteer to be involved with this seemed impossible. Victor could likely accomplish it only once—maybe
            twice. He had to be sure it was going to work.
         

         
         And more, the thing that gave him pause, was a terrible sense of wrongness about this.

         
         Victor had spent his whole life reading medical texts or alchemical texts, so he knew the way each writer engaged with the
            subject. But it was strange and slightly terrible to read a medical text by an alchemist in the field. The books he read at
            school were philosophical. This? There was a detachment to it: “the patient, the bodies, the hand, the mind.” Lives discussed
            like they were copper, ash, and lead.
         

         
         It felt illicit to read, much less to practice.

         
         He knew this would not be like his father’s work. The first time his hand touched another man with alchemical intent, he would
            be walking far from home.
         

         
         But if he succeeded . . . Oh! If he succeeded!

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Heretic

         
         Classes went by in a blur; he barely listened these days. All he desired was to run back home and right into the lab. The
            only things he cared about were his little blue book, the butcher shop beneath his landlady’s house, and the ritual of lies
            to his landlady and fastidious cleaning that kept his work afloat.
         

         
         He was getting close.

         
         The practice was simple: he only had to recite the incantations while making skin to skin contact with a potential host. It
            didn’t appear to work on hosts that were completely well and not in need of whichever healing spell he was using. Even a child
            could manage such a thing.
         

         
         Victor was able to suspend death untimely by a full ten minutes. Keep the small bodies breathing, hearts beating, blood pumping,
            and comatose before their flesh gave up the ghost. Was able to wait for eight minutes after full death and still achieve bodily
            reanimation.
         

         
         He could wait for death, wait the length of time for him to eat an apple, then restart the body. Which would, of course, live
            for another bit before something pushed past his physical machinations to remind the body that it was indeed deceased.
         

         
         But even that accomplishment was unheard of. And thrilling. Victor didn’t dare mention it to anyone at all—Mr. Sauer’s words of warning still echoing in his ears. But still, as he went to sleep every night, hands smarting from alcohol, eyes red from fumes, thoughts rushed through him. 

         
         Eight minutes was a thousand years when all you needed was three to stop gushing blood!

         
         This suspension was enough for kinder men to do brilliant work. Even if Victor failed at this challenge and left his classmates
            behind in shame, he would still be important, still save lives.
         

         
         That was all that mattered: he wouldn’t forget it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Luscious

         
         There was a month left before graduation.

         
         Victor, confident and pleased with the results of his work, asked his landlady if he could plan an evening of company for
            the night after they were meant to depart university.
         

         
         His landlady was overjoyed and arranged to be absent from the premises and intended to travel to join a cousin in a nearby
            town. She planned to leave two days before the event and return three days after its completion, which was lucky, as Victor
            was certain he would require time for cleanup.
         

         
         He was comfortable ceasing his search for animal subjects. He had varied his spells of choice until he found one that created
            a lasting effect for an hour—long enough to impress anyone who came to witness.
         

         
         Unfortunately, that incantation winded him for a day after using it, so he would have to be careful about how he spaced his
            trials. He wouldn’t want to drop to the floor in front of his classmates and not be able to accept a glass of champagne or
            a pat on the back. He should be more worried about that, but quite frankly, he didn’t have the time.
         

         
         That besides, Victor needed to start human testing before his anxiety about it got the best of him. He was strong and fast enough now from his nightly hunts that he felt confident carrying a body. But it needed to be a small one or someone very slight. The thought of a child’s body made him feel ill, but he could work with a short woman or a very slender man. He also needed someone sick, who would benefit from treatment; he couldn’t just snatch someone random. Victor watched the hospitals closely. 

         
         On a windy Thursday, he got lucky.

         
         There was a drunk slumped against the wall of the tavern. Flesh burned away from choosing drink over bread. Victor crouched
            beside him and put a finger to his pulse. It was rapid and his skin was hot. He likely wouldn’t make it through the night
            without intervention.
         

         
         Victor stretched, then lifted the man from the ground. They stumbled together down the street, into the back door of his landlady’s
            house, and down the stairs into his lab. The man was mumbling, insensate, and his clothes were wet with urine. If he survived,
            Victor would find new clothes for him.
         

         
         Victor guided him gently to the table, lifted his legs until he was lying flat.

         
         “Please don’t remember this,” he murmured, and placed a soft wet cloth over the man’s mouth and nose until the anesthetic
            did its job. He secured the man’s arms, legs, and neck with leather straps before hooking him up to his many machines.
         

         
         Victor left his side for a moment to cobble together a vitamin B infusion, but when he returned, the man’s face was turning
            blue.
         

         
         Moving quickly, Victor shoved the breathing tube down the man’s throat, restarted his heart, and pulled out his blue book.

         
         The man was still flush, ribs moving, as Victor placed his hand over the man’s chest.

         
         This moment. He couldn’t take it back. He could hear the ghost of his father’s disapproval and the words of Mr. Sauer screaming
            at a distance. He paused until his soul felt quiet.
         

         
         Then Victor began to read, but nothing happened.

         
         The water didn’t vibrate, the lights didn’t flicker. He skipped to another passage quickly and tried that one instead.

         
         This time, the man jackknifed on the table and started seizing. Victor startled but kept firm, pressing him down, reading
            to the last despite the dizziness and the weakening of his own knees. He had dealt with seizures before, held a small girl
            through them till the end back home. He was strong enough for this.
         

         
         The man’s eyes shot open. A horrible noise seeped out from between the breathing tube and the sides of his mouth. His back
            arched to near breaking point. Victor stopped reading and looked between the man’s chest and his face in terror.
         

         
         At once blood and viscera exploded from the man’s mouth and nose, coating the wall behind them with scarlet and flesh. Victor
            jerked back, turning the electricity off immediately before the fluid became more dangerous than it already was, and watched—horrified—until
            it was finished.
         

         
         The man slumped back to the table, unquestionably deceased. His torso concave from missing internal parts.

         
         Unfinished and ugly—a failure, unquestionable.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Roe

         
         He fled from the room. Victor stumbled up the stairs to clean the blood off his clothes. Clumsier and messier than he’d ever
            been the entirety of these experiments.
         

         
         He stripped his clothes, scrubbed his skin until it turned pink, pressed his head against the wall, and prayed in fervent
            whispers. He would never use that incantation again. He couldn’t.
         

         
         He tried to keep from hyperventilating as he scrubbed the blood from two full sets of stairs with ammonia, salt, and alcohol.

         
         He had to bathe the man, horrible in its own right, sluicing blood down the drain, the thick scent of old urine and vomit
            in the humid air. And that on its own was not nearly so terrible as turning the man over and finding proof of Victor’s wickedness
            etched into the flesh of his back: an incomplete reproduction illustration next to the incantation, a series of interconnected
            circles and symbols.
         

         
         Victor took a moment to press his forehead against the bathroom wall to calm the wild beating of his heart before he was able to face it again. It was like a brand, the way they burned steel into the hides of livestock. Healed as though the man had it for weeks, but that was impossible. 

         
         He touched it cautiously, but it just felt like skin.

         
         Victor shuddered. He wrapped him in clean cloths and gave him his rites as a physician can. Then Victor carried the body to
            the waterside, weighted it with stones, and pushed it in.
         

         
         He stayed the night awake, pacing the floor, sweat cold on his back. Thinking, thinking, thinking, praying.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Flee

         
         He thought about the man. Wondered about his family, if he’d had a wife or children before the bottle took him. If he still
            did. At least with his father’s patients the story was always complete. They would come to him, awake or with a loved one
            by their side.
         

         
         “This is our story.” They would say, “A fever came quick in the night.” “The heel of an untrained horse.” “Foul meat.” “A
            heart that danced too quiet or off beat.” A mother, a sister, a brother, a father, lovers, soldiers, all.
         

         
         But this . . . And the brand on his back . . .

         
         Victor knew he couldn’t use that incantation, but there were others. Some that worked better. When he graduated, he would
            be able to do more intimate study, partner with a hospital, refine his work. Find patients who would gladly trade for the
            ability to live with a couple of old scars that could be rubbed away with patience and ointment.
         

         
         But what now? What of Petyr’s smirking face? The animals that Victor had killed to hasten his progress should not have died pointlessly. Much less the objectionable circumstances with this man. The ends could not justify the means if he could produce no ends. Victor could not give up; he was too close. 

         
         The situation with the breathing machine and his grander destinies could wait. He knew that his inventions worked on animals
            at least; that was enough. But he needed a solution for the bet immediately. He had only three weeks before graduation, the party, the viewing, and his subsequent humiliation unless he could figure out
            an idea that would—
         

         
         “Are you quite all right?”

         
         “What?” Victor looked up from his desk to find Krempe standing above him. The rest of the room was empty.

         
         He’d been so lost in thought, he hadn’t noticed class had ended.

         
         Professor Krempe was staring down at him, curious.

         
         “I said, are you quite all right? You haven’t been much yourself these days,” Krempe said. “Though I’m pleased for the lack
            of . . . histrionic classroom argument. But I would be remiss for not asking after a student that goes from a chatterbox to
            near silent almost overnight.”
         

         
         Victor swallowed. He couldn’t talk about this. “Am I missing any assignments?”

         
         “Well, no.”

         
         “Have my exam or essay marks slipped in any way?”

         
         “No, Victor. You seem even more committed if anything—”

         
         Victor stood. “Then everything should be fine. Thank you. I don’t need any assistance.”

         
         Victor left the classroom, then left the building entirely.

         
         He needed to think. He needed to clear his mind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rome

         
         Victor left the chatter and bustle of the center of town and headed out toward the wood.

         
         He walked until the city quiet turned to the sound of wind in the branches.

         
         Walked until the sun was starting to go down and he really should have been heading home. But he couldn’t stop thinking, and
            he felt like he was either close to revelation—or panic attack.
         

         
         Just when hunger began to gnaw at him, the light from a small town brightened his path. He rushed through their dusty streets
            until he spotted the village tavern at the end of the square.
         

         
         Victor wiped the sweat from his brow, threw his shoulders back, and pushed open the door.

         
         Unlike the taverns back in Ingelstad, this place was homey and bright. The air wasn’t clouded with smoke; there weren’t men
            arguing, yelling angrily. There were families, people talking quietly and eating dinner. Like a great mess hall instead of
            a watering hole.
         

         
         Victor slid onto a stool at the bar and took off his hat. A woman with bright red hair braided in a crown around her head approached him at once to take his order. 

         
         She was very pretty, fluttering her lashes at him like she knew he could afford a nice tip. And she wasn’t wrong. He was the
            only man in the room in a proper woolen cape and shined shoes. The rest of the people here were—to put it lightly—peasants.
         

         
         She gave him her name—Magda—and flounced away to put in his order and get him a beer.

         
         Victor closed his eyes and put his head in his hands.

         
         “Excuse me.”

         
         He looked up. A man with a washrag in hand smiled at Victor and gently wiped the bar in front of him with clean hot water
            scented with pine.
         

         
         “Sir, what time is it?” he asked the man, who was already scrubbing the other end of the bar.

         
         “It’s near four. If you’re headed back to the city, you can buy a torch for your way. We have a wagon that takes people, but
            the driver is ill now.”
         

         
         The man’s voice was incredibly soft and resonant. Victor found himself looking harder at him than he ought to in any other
            circumstance.
         

         
         The barkeep was thin to the point of pain but moved with grace and confidence. He and Victor were close in height, close in
            age. His hair was long, unbecoming for a man in the city, but perhaps that didn’t matter in such an unimportant village.
         

         
         The barkeep’s face was sallow and sharp. His eyes were soft, brown, and long-lashed like a girl’s. His mouth was too wide to be pretty but managed it just the same. 

         
         “Here you are, duckie.” The barmaid, Magda, swanned back to him, placing a bowl of steaming venison stew and a frothy mug
            of beer in front of him.
         

         
         “Thank you.” Victor reached out a hand before she could disappear again. “That man said I could purchase a torch for my walk
            home?”
         

         
         Magda leaned over, perching on the counter. “Oh, for you, sir, I’ll lend my best lantern if you promise to come back?”

         
         Victor smiled. “That’s very kind of you, I—”

         
         He could hear the barkeep laughing, soft and musical, and it was a terrible distraction. “Oh, thank you,” the man was saying.
            “I’ll share it with the rest of the family.”
         

         
         “But it’s for you, Elias!” There was a girl trying to push a cake into the barkeep’s—Elias’s—hands, but he shook his head,
            still beaming.
         

         
         “Frida, it’s lovely, but I can’t have it.”

         
         Magda smiled, following Victor’s gaze. “Sugar sickness.” She whispered conspiratorially to him, “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind
            if you had a piece.”
         

         
         As she flounced away, Victor’s heart began to race.

         
         Sugar sickness . . . was interesting. It caused comas so close to death that victims were often buried. While in most cases,
            you had to wait for the sufferer to wake. But Victor had an incantation to force a soul to the surface. A spell for coma healing.
            Easier than that mess with the drunk and resolvable by other means if it failed.
         

         
         A man with nothing to lose and everything to gain. Elias looked older than Victor but not by much, and everyone with the sugar sickness understood they were living on borrowed time. A thought was brewing—still soft edged and unformed. 

         
         Victor stared at Elias as he ate his stew, turning his face away every time. The pretty barkeep noticed him looking.

         
         When he was nearly finished, Elias whisked his bowl away and placed a small piece of cake in front of him.

         
         “Magda said you might be interested.” He smiled.

         
         Victor looked him full in the face. “I am.”

         
         Elias did something curious then: he blushed.

         
         “Are you new to town? There are a lot of people here passing through. . . . Are you planning to stay a while?” Elias asked.

         
         Victor shook his head. “I just got a bit overzealous on a long walk. I’m heading back as soon as I’ve finished this.”

         
         “Oh,” Elias said. The light of the candle on the bar top stretched the shadows across Elias’s face so he looked . . . vulnerable.

         
         “If you come back, I’m sure my sister would be happy to walk with you.” And, oh, what a question was in the tone of Elias’s
            voice. Victor heard so much in that. He gazed up into Elias’s face for long moments past propriety.
         

         
         A homosexual, like Henry.* A criminal.
         

         
         This could work.

         
         Victor wished he could whisk him away now. He was so perfect. Elias: a man destined to brush lips with death.

         
         Victor smiled. “Perhaps when I come back, I can take a walk with you.”
         

         
         Elias blushed again. He turned away to unhook a lantern from behind the bar and placed it next to Victor.

         
         “Bring it back when you come. We need it,” he said, face still blazing, then disappeared into the kitchen, where Victor’s
            gaze could not reach him.
         

         
         Victor waited fifteen minutes past the completion of his slice of cake, but Elias did not return. He paid Magda nearly twice
            what he owed and disappeared into the night.
         

         
         His heart was light and he couldn’t help but whistle.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Simple

         
         Victor didn’t have time to engineer a resurrection, but he could absolutely fake one. He could save face with his classmates,
            win Petyr’s allegiance, save himself the money, and then go back to developing the technology to make such a thing possible.
            Or at least plausible.
         

         
         Elias, the dying criminal,* was . . . not the perfect subject for this, but he was close. If he survived, he’d wake up angry as a hornet. But Victor
            could afford to buy that entire tavern once his inheritance was released to him. He’d give that man enough wealth that he
            wouldn’t care about the situation. They’d probably wind up friends.
         

         
         Convincing Elias before the fact, however, was an impossibility. He couldn’t ask permission, he had to just take. There was too much of an intellectual gap between them for any explanation to not sound like risky, dangerous witchcraft to any villager. He’d have to make an apology instead of asking for permission. 

         
         Maybe he’d work on sugar sickness for a while if Elias demanded it. Spend a year figuring out how to give him a new life. . . .

         
         The thought soothed him as he planned.

         
         Victor wasn’t a fan of wine, but his landlady was. He sought a lovely drink for her, mid-price and imported, dark red. But
            for Elias, his beloved experiment, he chose wiser.
         

         
         A beautiful bottle, clear and uniquely shaped, a strawberry and lemon on the label, sweet already but not thick and cloying.

         
         Phosphoric acid would mask the additional sugar Victor planned to add. A brilliance of chemistry that would turn this cordial
            into a poison suited for one.
         

         
         Victor’s landlady took his apologies about missing dinner with her poorly. She rushed to his side when he finally walked in,
            fluttering about in a way that reminded him of his own mother. His landlady pinched his cheek as she took her gift. Victor
            brought the other bottle upstairs and settled in to write a letter to accompany it.
         

         
         He sealed the envelope, signed the back, and hurried to bed.

         
         But still, he dreamed. Of brown eyes and blunt-cut hair, hands thin but strong.

         
         The edge of a blade lit by candlelight.

         
         Elias’s last grin at his expense.

         
         The cloying sweetness of implication.

         
         The bitterness of contract.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Hark

         
         Animal testing was working well. This coma spell tired him only a bit, and his vitality returned the moment his subjects were
            extinguished. There was something going on with that, but it didn’t seem to be permanent, so he didn’t worry much about it.
         

         
         He felt more confident in this plan than in any of his others. So Victor turned his focus to preparation: nailing his restraints
            to the wood table, thick leather and steel, adding an additional lock on the basement door so it could be barred from either
            side.
         

         
         He scheduled to borrow a horse to help carry the body and packed a cloak and hat of a different color if he needed to swiftly
            change descriptions to escape the authorities.
         

         
         Every day felt brighter and easier the closer that graduation came. Even speaking with his classmates came to him with ease,
            and they seemed to warm to him in these twilight hours.
         

         
         Only Gregor brought up his wild assertions with a sneer, but Victor brushed it off, assuring him that all would be well and
            he should focus on saving his money to pay his debts on their bet.
         

         
         Gregor wasn’t pleased to hear that, but Petyr always clamped a firm hand on Gregor’s shoulder or arm and shot Victor a long-suffering grin. 

         
         Perhaps Victor would ask Petyr to work for him when the time came. As a gift for understanding Victor’s worth early. It would
            burn a proud man like Petyr to be so indebted.
         

         
         The two days before graduation came swiftly. Victor rushed home before the sun had set.

         
         His landlady had been gone for a single night, and the staff had begun to relax in her absence. Victor didn’t have the authority
            to command them to clean for guests, so he sent them home and anxiously scrubbed the empty house himself.
         

         
         He set the table with wineglasses and holly and placed brushes of pine beneath each sconce and candle until the house smelled
            fresh.
         

         
         He scoured the lab until it gleamed, removed all jars and tinctures and samples. Brought a lamp to the table for extra light,
            prepared his cleanest lab jacket, gloves, and goggles and put them to the side. Then he took a tour through the house. Opened
            the front door and walked through the property as if he were a guest: champagne chilled, rooms smelling of warming spices
            and winter trees, followed a candlelight path down to the basement into Victor’s lair. His brilliance lit up by electric lamp,
            the surgical table bathed in spotlight.
         

         
         He was ready.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Flush

         
         The journey to town didn’t feel long on horseback. The trees on either side were dark and unfamiliar, but he had nothing bandits
            would want so he rode with confidence.
         

         
         Victor left his horse in the public stables and headed straight for the tavern, borrowed lantern in hand.

         
         To his surprise, both Magda and Elias weren’t working this night. Instead, there was an older man at the counter. He took
            the lantern from Victor and pointed him to the edge of town where Elias lived instead.
         

         
         Victor suppressed a shiver and left quickly.

         
         The home was a bit far from the rest of the town, on a hill thick with trees. It was a cottage, unlike the kind you would
            find in the city, and it was clear that Elias’s family was blessed. The walls were thick lumber; their door had real glass.
            There was a swing, handmade and well loved, in the tree by the front door.
         

         
         He placed the wine and note by the front door and walked into the thick of the trees. He slipped a few stones into his warm
            wool pocket and climbed until he could barely see through the branches. Then he tossed the stones at the door until it opened.
         

         
         An older woman who looked so much like Magda that it threatened to push Victor into paralyzing guilt opened the door. She looked around, curious, her eyes roving over his hiding place without recognition before she noticed the wine. 

         
         She picked it up with a small frown, pulling up the note. Then disappeared back into the house.

         
         Victor could hear laughter and cheer from the cabin. Elias’s wonderous voice almost too gentle among the sounds of the rest
            of his family. But Victor could still hear him.
         

         
         Victor climbed into his hiding place in the trees to wait. After a few frigid and fruitless hours again, he got lucky.

         
         Elias himself walked outside to sit on the swing. He had Victor’s wine in one hand, and the other clutched the blanket he’d
            wrapped around his shoulders.
         

         
         He sat down heavily and looked at the letter Victor had written. Victor’s eyes roamed him hungrily. His cheeks were flushed
            and his eyes looked unsteady. The letter, he noticed, was upside down. Elias couldn’t read!

         
         Elias pressed the small paper to his heart and looked up toward the sky. Victor froze, expecting to be seen. But Elias was
            staring out at the moon.
         

         
         He took a swig of the wine and placed the bottle on the ground and started to swing. He looked happy, but Victor could already
            tell he was slipping. His hands grew heavy on the ropes and his kicking, uncoordinated. Elias’s head lolled on his neck until
            he drifted to a slow stop and slumped over onto the grass.
         

         
         The lights in the house had dimmed to darkness long moments before Elias had come out in the first place. The family was probably asleep. 

         
         Victor took his chance and slithered down the tree. He sprinted across the distance between the wood and the house. His arm
            wound itself beneath Elias’s shoulders, and like he’d hoped, the man was slight and easy to lift.
         

         
         Elias—a patient, like any other—was deadweight. His breath was sweet and lemony on the side of Victor’s face. Victor dragged
            him to the horse, who whickered in curiosity at her newest rider.
         

         
         Victor changed into his colorful spare cloak and covered his patient with his black one, seating him like an intoxicated friend
            in front of him. He wrapped a rope around their waists, tying them together, so he didn’t have to mind his patient’s balance
            as they rode.
         

         
         Victor guided the horse slowly from the house and through the wood until they were walking the perimeter of town. The streets
            were clear on account of the late hour, but Victor wasn’t so foolish as to walk down the main road with his passenger. Instead,
            he followed beside the road, just out of sight, until he made it to the wilderness. Then he broke out in a gallop.
         

         
         He brought his patient straight to the house and dropped his body on the floor in the foyer to wait while he returned the
            horse.
         

         
         The patient was breathing shallowly, face ruddy and skin hot, when Victor returned. He rushed the patient downstairs and to
            his table.
         

         
         This man was easier than the drunk, even more slight than him. His wrists were almost too thin for the restraints, but he wasn’t moving even a little, which was so much more convenient. 

         
         Victor started him on saline to flush the sugar from him as best he could. Watched his heart beat quickly to metabolize it.
            The patient’s eyes didn’t move beneath his eyelids, but he burned hot. A fever like this felt so much like the opposite of
            death. Lips and cheeks flush with blood, breath coming fast, chest pounding. Ripe.
         

         
         Victor stayed awake the whole night to tend to him, removed buckets and buckets of waste liquid and restarted his heart just
            the once before the patient’s sugar sickness faded to something more manageable.
         

         
         The man could breathe without the machine, but Victor couldn’t chance it. He waited until the patient’s skin sank to a more
            normal temperature and his palpitations decreased.
         

         
         This body didn’t respond to any external stimuli, gentle or vicious. It didn’t sigh when Victor brushed a hand through his
            hair; it didn’t flinch when Victor pushed in a needle; it didn’t scream when he made his first shallow cut around the joint
            of his arm or groan in agony when he sewed each side back together.
         

         
         The flesh didn’t jump beneath his blade in reflex when he sliced across private places: the hollow of the groin, the back
            of a knee, the inside of an elbow, between toes.
         

         
         He sliced those delicate hands that had never seen labor and stitched them with fine thread, turning this homespun tapestry
            into a patchwork quilt of all the same material.
         

         
         He stole Elias’s beauty with sure gestures, carving around his eyes, nose, and mouth, around his ears and down his neck. Packing his wounds with yarrow to stop the bleeding. 

         
         And still the patient lay there, death-like but breathing.

         
         When the sun went down, Victor washed the yarrow from the body, traced his stitches in iodine, refilled the saline tank, then
            left in the dark to nap away the early evening in the comfort of his own bed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Hike

         
         His classmates arrived promptly at nine p.m., the four of them still dressed in their fine suits from celebrating graduation.
            Victor opened the door to his landlady’s home and ushered them in.
         

         
         “This all yours, Victor?” Gregor hung his hat on the hook by the door. Too familiar by half, but Victor let the impertinence
            go.
         

         
         “My family is far away, so I rent. But my landlady is amenable to most things,” Victor replied.

         
         Jonsi sniffed the air and seemed pleased, so Victor handed him a glass first.

         
         “Champagne for the viewing,” he explained. “Put your coats on the backs of the chairs.”

         
         Petyr raised an eyebrow at him. “Confident,” he said.

         
         Victor smiled at him. “My lab is downstairs. Please mind your step. The railing is on the right.”

         
         He watched as they removed their coats and gathered themselves together to follow him. Victor had spent so much time looking at them all through his years of study, but never before did they look so young and innocent to him. Foolish. Whispering among themselves, ready to mock him and witness his failure. 

         
         Victor knew things that wouldn’t even enter their dreams. Did it give him the right to look down upon them? Perhaps. But that
            was to be seen.
         

         
         He led them down the dark staircase and into the lab. His patient was waiting beneath a sheet, bathed in the light of nearby
            candle and electric lamp.
         

         
         The men behind him giggled nervously as they found their places in the circle around his table. Victor walked slowly to the
            head of the table and waited until their nervousness turned to discomfort, then silence.
         

         
         “From the first day we met, you’ve viewed me as lesser,” Victor started. “I have been subjected to your scorn, ignorance,
            isolation, and rejection.”
         

         
         Henry started to object, but Victor held up a hand. “Don’t . . . I’m not angry, and I’m certainly not here to punish you for
            that, I just wanted to say that I understand.”
         

         
         Henry released an anxious breath.

         
         “I understand,” Victor continued, “that my presence was a disruption to class, and I understand that my curiosity tires people.
            It must have gotten old to listen to, and I cannot hold that against you. But the way I feel about our study in alchemy, as
            irritating as it must have been, is that it is fruitful in ways far beyond what most of our contemporaries thought possible.
         

         
         “We are entering a new age of science, stretching the possibilities of medicine in pursuit of a tomorrow greater than today. The cost of that is steep and the labor of it is high. So please, if you would accept my apologies for the struggle of these last few years, I would greatly appreciate it.” 

         
         Victor waited, but no one took him up on his offer. Gregor just crossed his arms and looked impatient.

         
         Victor grit his teeth and scowled. They wouldn’t even allow him that false humility when it was they who would soon be apologizing to him.
         

         
         “Fine, then. We may begin.”

         
         He peeled the sheet down the patient’s body.

         
         At the first glimpse of the patient’s long hair there was a horrified gasp, which settled into muttering curiosity as his
            guests realized with relief that Victor’s patient wasn’t a woman.
         

         
         Elias lay there, colder than any living body should be, his breath shallow beyond detection, heart weak without the assistance
            of Victor’s devices.
         

         
         As always, Petyr was the bravest of them. He strode forward and brushed an ungloved hand against the stitches, assessing the
            mock autopsy and feigned reconstruction, then looked at his fingertips.
         

         
         “Iodine?” he asked Victor, then without waiting for an answer, he turned to his friends. “The body is cold.”

         
         Victor opened his arms to allow them to view the body.

         
         “Be gentle with it,” he said as they began their examinations.

         
         “With him,” Petyr corrected sternly. He put a hand above Elias’s mouth to check for breath. Henry lifted Elias’s arm and let it flop
            down as far as the restraints would go. Gregor put his ear to Elias’s chest, waiting for a pulse so slow from a heart so weak.
         

         
         Gregor hmmed, then snatched a scalpel from the side table and stabbed Elias deep in the shoulder.
         

         
         Elias lay unmoving, and Victor’s heart sang.

         
         “He bleeds,” Henry pointed out.

         
         “Quiet,” Petyr snapped. He nodded at Victor to continue.

         
         “Of course it bleeds. Please step away from the body so I can begin.”

         
         Victor shoved the breathing tube down the patient’s throat, started the bellows for his blood and lungs, and flipped the switch
            that jolted his heart.
         

         
         His classmates watched in a hush as the patient’s chest began to rise and fall. So good so far.

         
         Victor picked up the blue book.

         
         “What’s that?” Gregor asked immediately.

         
         “The missing piece,” Victor replied. “The soul answers to words if you know the right way to ask.”

         
         He waved a hand over his machinery and the patient’s moving chest. “I figured out how to sustain the body months ago. The
            brain needs blood, the blood needs air, the heart needs electricity. It’s not especially difficult if you spend any time listening
            in class, Gregor.”
         

         
         Henry snickered, and Gregor shot him a scathing look.

         
         “The soul, however,” Victor continued, “the mind as separate from the brain . . . They’re different beasts. I could keep the
            patient here for days, breathing and warm, feeding through a tube, but unless I bring the soul back to the body, it—he’ll lie here forever.”
         

         
         “The risk of infection seems high,” Petyr commented.

         
         Victor shrugged and lied. “This body is from the medical school used for anatomy study and education. What did you think the cuts were from? This body was already forfeit for the purpose of study. No one can get upset with me for bringing it back to life and killing it again. If it expires eventually, what does it matter? In the future, when we’re delivering stillborn babies alive and wailing back into their mothers’ arms, we won’t be waiting nearly as long.” 

         
         “Taken from the medical school? Victor did you steal this—? Are you serious—?” Gregor started, but Petyr held up a hand.

         
         “We promised we’d watch and not interfere, so let’s watch and not interfere.” He looked at Victor disdainfully. “Go on. Entertain
            us.”
         

         
         Victor frowned.

         
         He reached forward and pressed his hand to the middle of Elias’s chest. His ribs felt so thin beneath his palm and his skin
            was warm again. Victor closed his eyes for a moment, praying that this would end better than with the drunk, and began reading.
         

         
         There was no water nearby for Victor to watch for vibrations, but the feeling in the air shifted nevertheless. At once a weakness
            began to settle over him. It felt like he was being pulled to sleep. Like the ground would be welcoming if only he would lie
            down. But the eyes of his classmates were shiny as they watched, so Victor grabbed the edge of the table tight.
         

         
         The patient began to jerk, and his wounds started to bleed sluggishly from every cut. Henry stepped back with a noise of fear
            and disgust.
         

         
         His terror spurred Victor on, renewing his energy. He leaned harder onto the patient and chanted louder, until this man’s back began to bow just like the drunk’s had. A thrum of fear filled Victor. 

         
         Victor sped up, but to his relief Elias didn’t arch dramatically and throw up all his insides. Instead, he seemed to take
            a large breath and then settle down flat. Then, before Victor’s eyes, he became even more sallow, as though his very life
            force was fading away.
         

         
         Victor paused in horror and curiosity, then finished the incantation.

         
         It was quiet for a moment.

         
         Victor started to pull his hand away from the patient’s chest, but it felt strange, like pulling two magnets apart from each
            other. As soon as his palm was about twelve centimeters away, the patient’s eyes snapped open.
         

         
         Victor’s classmates gasped and backed away from the table at once.

         
         Victor whirled on Gregor. “You owe me.”

         
         “Good God!” Henry uttered, crossing himself, eyes wild with terror.

         
         The patient was thrashing. Not the feverish and unnatural bucking of the drunk but like a person afraid and enraged. The breathing
            tube was still down his throat. Horrible groans and screams, more animal than man, poured from him.
         

         
         In the depths of his terror, his eyes fell upon Victor, and he stilled for a moment. Then with a strength that far exceeded
            his frame, the patient tore his arms free from his restraints, pulling the nails clean out of the table.
         

         
         For whatever reason, Victor felt a wave of exhaustion pass over his body. His classmates, backed up against the wall, were looking to him to control the situation. Even Petyr did not have words for this. 

         
         “Be calm!” Victor shouted.
         

         
         Elias did the opposite. Hands freed, he took a fascinating moment to wrap his arms around himself and shriek piteously. A
            sound so loud, terrible, and shrill that it rattled the glass in the room and pulled such a feeling of despair to the surroundings
            that Victor did not stop his companions when they ran. Fleeing the basement and also the building. Cowards, all.
         

         
         “Be still!” Victor commanded, but reason was beyond this creature.

         
         He was like the rats and cats Victor worked on earlier, eyes raving and angry, body focused on nothing but escape.

         
         The monster felt around himself, tearing the heart machine away from him and hurling it to the floor. He ripped the breathing
            tube out of his throat with enough force that he spat blood, letting out that horrible wail all the while.
         

         
         Victor stumbled back.

         
         The patient gulped air, then curled in on himself and vomited black bilious fluid. It steamed hot and rancid in the air, and
            Victor covered his nose with his arm.
         

         
         Not once since noticing him had the patient broken eye contact. It was hypnotizing and repulsive. Victor wanted to go to him,
            he wanted to run from him. But he couldn’t move.
         

         
         The patient heaved yet again, this time a clear, watery fluid: saline or mucus. Then he took a deep breath.

         
         His mouth moved, but nothing Victor could understand came out. For a moment, it was still. The patient brought a hand to his throat, realizing with new terror what he’d done when he removed the breathing tube with such recklessness. 

         
         Then, rage again.

         
         Incandescent.

         
         And in his eyes, hate.

         
         Victor remembered himself. He snatched the blue book from the table, grabbed a candle, and fled.

         
         His weakened legs did their job to get him to the top of the stairs before Elias could finish untying himself from the table
            and he seized his chance.
         

         
         He tore the candle from its holder and set the top of the staircase alight and slammed the door.

         
         He could hear the patient’s cries of despair and fury and knew he couldn’t let Elias leave this house alive.

         
         Victor dashed upstairs to his rooms and grabbed his remaining money, letters from his family, diploma, and identification.
            He snatched the candle from the lantern in the hall and hurled it into the center of his bed, which burst merrily into flame.
         

         
         He ran about the house, drowning out the sounds of the patient’s cries and his hands beating against the basement door with
            the roar of fire.
         

         
         Victor stumbled out into the night and turned away from his sins.

         
         Walked from the house that had once been his home.

         
         He could still hear the commotion even as he left his neighborhood behind. The bucket brigades rushing to put out the flames, neighbors screaming, people running in the streets. 

         
         The orange glow of his landlady’s house haunted him until he put distance between it and himself and the night faded to a
            calmer blue. Victor walked to the east, to a terrible area, and acquired an extremely private room in an inn for cheats, whores,
            and thieves.
         

         
         He lay down on a bed that smelled of flesh and sweat and closed his eyes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            All Creation

         
         Elias pressed his forehead into the dirt and tried not to scream.

         
         There was so much behind his teeth that he could fill this valley with the echo of his grief. But they were hunting him, and he had to stay quiet.
         

         
         His entirety was an open nerve strummed hard by careless fingers. That madman had torn into every part of his skin that stretched
            and moved; even crying silently stung wild like nettles. And still, with open wounds, flaking burns, and stitches, all: it
            could not compare in the least to the beast that was his heart.
         

         
         His brain caressed each step of the heist of himself, and with every facet fresh agony swept him further and further out to
            sea.
         

         
         No man alive deserved this.

         
         The terror in his father’s eyes, his mother wailing, the lack of recognition on his sisters’ faces. He had walked two hours,
            barefoot, on mud and sticks to reach them. Ran through town pursued by friends and neighbors, hoping and praying they would
            see him beyond the devastation of his form. Watching them turn from him and run to join the mob hurt perhaps more than fire.
         

         
         And then the faces. They seared themselves into his mind. The fair, hard-voiced beauty who stole him. The scholars standing to bear witness. 

         
         He had never hurt anyone in his entire life. He had only ever used his hands to make and build and serve. To mend clothes
            and wash plates and bake bread and hold babies.
         

         
         Was the crime of looking at that boy so terrible as this? Was the stirring in his heart fit to be punished so cruelly?

         
         Elias whimpered and curled tighter beneath the shade of the fallen oak. At once his stitches tugged, and a sharp pain struck
            him once again. He gasped, blinded in his agony.
         

         
         The voices were getting farther away. Perhaps, he hoped, the townspeople were heading to the woods leading away from the village.

         
         Even frightened and hiding, Elias could not be angry at them. He hadn’t the time to look at his reflection, but he could not
            fault them for their reaction. A thing as tall as a man walking naked through the streets, trembling in shock, burns bubbling
            with puss, hunched over, muscles still weak from electrocution.
         

         
         A nightmarish specter arriving in the dark of night. Incapable of speech, baying like an animal, dripping with foul liquid
            in the light of the streetlamps.
         

         
         Were it not him, he would have joined in their shrieking. Grabbed something with which to defend himself. Pushed the thing
            he had become from his own door and set upon himself like a stranger.
         

         
         So Elias could not fault them.

         
         Naked and cold and forsaken, he still could not fault them.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rope

         
         Anger came later. Elias was not quick to rage.

         
         He didn’t have much experience with it. His father was a quiet man, strong and fierce when he needed to be. But he acquiesced
            often and preferred to share his pain, fear, or expectations in search for a solution. His mother fussed, but it was just
            the way she loved. With complaints, quick pinches on the cheek, and scolding.
         

         
         Elias was kind, so people were kind back. He was vulnerable, so people were careful. He was generous, and people rarely take from those
            who always give. Anger was the frustration after stubbing your toe, disappointment after losing a game of dice, irritation with dough not
            rising high enough, sorrow at rain on a day meant for outdoor celebration.
         

         
         He didn’t know it could be like this. So dark it made him shake, pulled the feeling from his smarting skin, and drowned him
            in the nothingness of it.
         

         
         Elias had never wanted to hurt anyone before, but he immediately understood it now. As the day that one learns their body
            can be used for pleasure cannot be unwound, his hands were given new meaning as the craving for death swept through him sweet
            as release.
         

         
         He stayed curled beneath that fallen tree until the sun came out and the birds began to sing. His eyes smarted from exhaustion; he hadn’t expected to live through the night. 

         
         In the light of day, he inspected himself. Though his cuts deserved warmth, cleanliness, and care, his burns had been soothed
            by the cold of the evening and were faring better than burns he’d received in the past. The bubbles of pus had broken in his
            struggle, leaving raw scabs behind that blazed when touched by the wind.
         

         
         The black fluid he had vomited smelled like old blood and stomach acid. He had thought it was a foul potion given to him in
            his sleep. Elias was relieved that it was not.
         

         
         His feet were healing well from his travels, but each step still pained him. His hair, hair that his mother loved and braided
            for him each night, was nearly gone. More fell into dust as he felt around his head, taken in the fire. No wonder she had
            not known him.
         

         
         Tears prickled his eyes again, but he willed them not to fall. He didn’t need the pain of them.

         
         What he did need was a plan.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rowan

         
         He bathed in the freshwater spring where his family drew from for baths and drinking. Waited until he heard his sisters come
            and go, knowing that they wouldn’t return until the following day. Then Elias sluiced the filth from himself with his bare
            hands.
         

         
         It was too cold to bathe outdoors. This was the season they boiled wet cloths to keep clean, filled the water with herbs to
            scent their skin and the house.
         

         
         Elias thought of that pine-scented heat and sobbed, hard and dry, as the wind blew through him.

         
         The temperature was going to become a problem very soon. He needed to stay here only until it got dark, but that was many
            hours from now, and he was starting to get hungry besides.
         

         
         Elias chanced a fire, praying that the villagers didn’t see his smoke and come to investigate. He filled the pit beneath the
            flames with rocks from the stream. When they roasted near to boiling, he buried them beneath a thin layer of earth and lay
            upon them as a heated bed.
         

         
         This could not last him for days, but it did not need to.

         
         When the sun finally went down, and the chill had begun to wrack him again, Elias stood up. He walked steadily along the side of the village in the woods until he reached the house of the carriage driver. 

         
         No one had entered this house since Franz had gotten ill, for fear of it catching. His rough coughing could be heard from
            the street, and he had been coughing for months. Women covered their mouths with their handkerchiefs when they passed, forced
            their children to cross to the other side of the street.
         

         
         It had been some time since anyone had checked on him. He was widowed and had no children. Franz was either dead or dying,
            and it was not custom to intervene until there was a smell. But tonight the outside of Franz’s home smelled like earth and
            wind. There was no smoke from his chimney and the windows were dark.
         

         
         Elias had never been this sort of man, the kind who creeps and trespasses. The ache of his heart was quieter than the ache
            of his skin. So he placed a hand on Franz’s door. He wanted to call out, to ask after him, to apologize. But his ruined throat
            did not allow for that kind of grace.
         

         
         The lock was undone. Elias passed silently into this place like a ghost, pressing the door closed behind him. He closed his
            eyes and stood very still, listening. He could hear a thin rattle, the hiss of Franz trying to breathe beyond the fluid in
            his lungs.
         

         
         Elias hung his head from shame.

         
         Franz wasn’t rich, but he wasn’t poor. He had two horses, never needed to beg for bread, spent many wonderful hours in the tavern telling stories about the people he met in the big cities. He tipped the family well, gave alms to the poor at church and on holidays. 

         
         This was a good man.

         
         Weak, starving, and dying.

         
         His kitchen was stocked well, dried garlic and venison, pickled vegetables, grain. It was clear that he had been able to cook
            for himself all the way up to the very end. Elias wondered how long he had been lying in that bed with all of this just outside
            his reach.
         

         
         Elias’s hands still hurt terribly, but he put logs in Franz’s hearth and started a fire.

         
         Elias had cooked all his life. He knew how to make anything taste rich, even scraps such as these. The tavern had gone through
            lean times before, but they never stopped serving, and people never stopped coming to eat from his hands.
         

         
         Barley, herbs, and dry carrots, deer fat, and salt from the sea. A nip of brandy that looked as though it were being saved
            for celebration. Elias poured it into a stone bowl.
         

         
         He couldn’t stand unclothed before this man he respected. But all there was to choose from was Franz’s coat hung up by the
            door. Franz was shorter than Elias, but it was enough to cover him. Elias took a deep breath and held it, then he went deeper
            into the house to find the carriage driver.
         

         
         Franz was lying on the floor, halfway to bed, arm outstretched. With a thrum of fear, Elias placed the bowl on Franz’s bedside table and rushed to his aid. The old man wheezed with terror, eyes rolling at whatever he saw that remained of Elias, but he was too burdened to shout or make any noise to save himself. 

         
         Elias was slight, but he was strong. He lifted Franz and rolled him onto the bed. Franz smacked at him weakly, making a terrible
            choking sound in his hysteria, but Elias ignored it, pulling the quilt over his legs and tucking it in beneath him.
         

         
         He snatched the bowl from the table and pressed it into his hands.

         
         Franz, pushed up against the wall, trying to get as far from Elias as possible, cradled the bowl in confusion. Elias left
            the room to retrieve the brandy.
         

         
         When he returned, Franz had eaten a quarter of the soup, bowl pressed to his mouth, the spoon neglected beside him on the
            bed.
         

         
         He still looked exceptionally frightened, but now surrounding that fear was suspicion. Elias stretched out his ruined and
            peeling arm and handed Franz the bottle.
         

         
         Franz gently took it, staring openly at Elias’s face and his own coat.

         
         Elias couldn’t explain, and more, he didn’t have time to. Instead, he turned away from Franz and began rifling through his
            things. He picked out Franz’s best suit, hat, and shirt. Clothes he’d only ever seen Franz wear at Christmastime.
         

         
         Franz watched, drinking the soup, and said nothing.

         
         He could do nothing as Elias took his pocket watch, tiepin, and wool socks. Elias found a warm shawl that had likely belonged
            to Franz’s late wife. He turned to Franz and held it up. Franz shook his head, breathing hard. Not that. Elias placed it back
            on the rack.
         

         
         Clothes in hand, he turned to Franz and pulled at the sheets beneath his quilt, motioning toward them. With great effort, Franz moved his legs so Elias could get at them, but Elias shook his head. He needed fresh ones, not ones coated in the sweat of the ill. 

         
         Franz thought for a moment, then pointed into the hall. Elias found fresh sheets in a cupboard right outside the room.

         
         He returned, took the empty bowl from Franz’s hand, and removed the reeking chamber pot from beneath his bed. Replaced it
            with a clean stewing cauldron.
         

         
         He brought the covers up to Franz’s chest once again and pressed a tender hand to Franz’s forehead. Franz looked hard at him,
            but Elias still did not see the glow of recognition. Elias grimaced, turning to leave, but Franz reached out a hand to claw
            at the drawer beside him. Eyes bright and insistent. Elias opened the drawer. Franz tapped the inside, then reached out to
            Elias’s arm before losing strength and settling back to the bed.
         

         
         Elias removed the folded paper money and held it up. Franz nodded and then he closed his eyes, shifting toward the wall to
            sleep.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Elias tried to say. “Thank you.” He tried harder, but nothing resembling that came out of his mouth.

         
         So he pressed the money to his chest, bowed his head just the once. Then closed the carriage driver in his tomb.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Speed

         
         Elias cut the sheets into strips, boiled them, and dressed his wounds. Splashing them with rotgut spirits while he chewed
            through Franz’s jerky.
         

         
         Whatever it was that he looked like wasn’t going to get him anywhere good, and an explanation wasn’t available. But a smartly
            dressed leper could walk the streets. A suit in the distance remains unmolested, and Elias needed that now.
         

         
         He knew who he was; he did not feel different for having to pretend.

         
         According to Franz’s pocket watch it was half past eleven by the time Elias was fed, dressed, and ready to leave. He walked
            the house, packing anything that looked useful. More money, a small shaving kit, jerky he wrapped in paper, flint stones.
         

         
         Elias paused in the kitchen. He selected three of Franz’s knives, sharpened them well, then tucked them into the lining of
            his jacket.
         

         
         He stole one of Franz’s graze hungry horses, but left his carriage, and rode hard.

         
         Through the wood to Ingelstad.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fraught

         
         Elias’s memories of his abduction were shaky and strange. He recalled flashes of his head lolling on a warm hard shoulder,
            arms spanning his waist, the sound of hooves on dry ground.
         

         
         Then there was wood beneath his face and the violence of candlelight while his head pounded, screamed for darkness. The strangeness
            of the smell of another’s home.
         

         
         The next time he brushed with the surface, Elias got the impression that he was naked and was being touched without his permission.
            He struggled against it, but he was too far from the surface. It felt like running in a dream: desperate and ineffective as
            his body lay still.
         

         
         When he’d finally been allowed to wake . . . it didn’t feel like the few other times he had fallen into darkness after eating
            the wrong thing. That felt like being pulled to the surface of a pool with a gasp: unpleasant but natural.
         

         
         This waking was sharp. Like being roused with a slap. The feeling was so immediately strange that it took a long moment of
            confusion before the pain arrived.
         

         
         And when that caressed him, it was . . . incandescent. Distracting.

         
         Elias thumbed through these memories, holding them up to the light like baubles.

         
         The stranger from the tavern was staring down at him, riveted. His beautiful blue eyes shiny and flat at the same time, like
            a deer in wasting. An animal’s eyes in the face of a man.
         

         
         There were others, four.

         
         Elias remembered their faces.

         
         Young but older than the stranger himself. None looked alike, so they couldn’t be brothers. All dressed as if they were in
            attendance at a party.
         

         
         The one with the softest gaze had dropped his glass of champagne first. They had been . . . not exactly smiling when Elias
            first woke, but it was clear that they had been expecting something much better than what they had received.
         

         
         Also, at the height of their panic they had left the stranger to fend for himself. So they were not all close.

         
         Not friends; perhaps they worked together. . . . But it was rare for men of similar ages to be together in trade. Elias himself
            worked with men of all ages.
         

         
         Students, then, or recent graduates. The stranger was also not what Elias expected of a professor, either from age or demeanor,
            but there was much Elias did not know about universities. The stranger could very well be.
         

         
         Either way, Elias hated them all.

         
         If he had seen anything like what had been done to himself, he would not have run into the night in fear. He would have rushed
            to his own side, went to get the authorities, or sought the help of his neighbors for justice.
         

         
         At best the witnesses were cowards, at worst accomplices.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Drown

         
         The next morning, the instant Victor awoke, he knew something was wrong.

         
         Victor felt like he was being watched. His chest felt different, like someone was gently tugging on something behind his ribs,
            and he felt dizzy. Not nearly as bad as the previous night. It was comparable to wine sickness.
         

         
         Victor sat up, fully expecting to see someone in his room. A bandit perhaps, the innkeeper or a lost and curious child? But
            the room was empty. His eyes roved over every inch of the space, but there wasn’t even a spyhole. The walls were thick plaster,
            and the cracks around the door didn’t show light. There wasn’t even a window in this room.
         

         
         Feeling a bit silly, Victor peeked under his bed, half expecting to find Elias’s charred and hideous form waiting for him.
            But there was nothing there.
         

         
         The feeling of unease in him deepened.

         
         Victor called for water and a washcloth and put himself to rights, wiping the soot from his face and clothes.

         
         He hurried from the inn and back to the areas of town where he was most comfortable. He could still smell the smoke in the
            air from the fire, but no one looked at him closer than usual.
         

         
         The house itself was a charred husk, and his neighbor’s beside it was badly singed but still standing. There was nothing left on the first floor. All was blackened wood and twisted metal. The floor had caved into the basement. 

         
         Victor tested the plaster wall but it seemed steady, so he used it as a ramp into his beloved lab.

         
         Everything glass was smashed. His notebooks were half ruined, saved in part perhaps by the saline that had spilled over most
            everything in Elias’s initial destruction. All his machines built in copper and brass had boiled and warped, becoming misshapen,
            unrecognizable, and useless. So Victor sat in the mess and sketched out the details of his blood, breathing, and heart machines.
            Listing their parts, design, and any measurements that were still fresh in his mind before they faded.
         

         
         Any small valuable objects left around the house he collected and stored safely in his shoulder bag—most of his landlady’s
            jewels, some sentimental ceramics that were spiderwebbed with cracks, tatters left over from his letters from Elizabeth. His
            searches were fruitful in both items found and items not: namely valuables that would soothe his landlady’s ire when she returned
            from her trip and Elias’s body living or dead lying in wait for him.
         

         
         Victor took the baubles and the fire marker* from the building to his landlady’s insurance company to be collected by her in his absence. Affixed to the entire mess: a short, false description of an accident that led to the fire and a letter promising additional money to cover losses should her insurance fail to cover a rebuild or purchase of a property of similar size and value. And, of course, an apology. 

         
         Then Victor took a steadying breath and headed, blue book in hand, to Mr. Sauer’s residence.

         
         In the daytime, it was much less imposing than at night. The broad high gate was opulent and the gardens brilliant green in
            the sunshine. Victor still felt sick and apprehensive as he knocked on the door.
         

         
         The butler answered, and he didn’t look happy to see Victor at all.

         
         “Come to call without an invitation, I see,” he said dryly. “Just visited the once and your entitlement seems to have reached
            a fever pitch.”
         

         
         Victor ignored him. “I must see Mr. Sauer. I have a book to return.”

         
         “You can just hand that to me,” the butler said, reaching out, but Victor turned away from him, tucking the blue book out
            of sight.
         

         
         “And to borrow one,” he snapped.
         

         
         The butler looked down at him archly for a moment before leaving him on the doorstep with a promise to return.

         
         Victor waited impatiently, glancing behind him at people walking by on the street. Curious eyes roved over him in a way that
            made it immediately clear that this house didn’t receive guests during waking hours. Victor slid behind one of the grand pillars
            so he was hidden from sight.
         

         
         The door swung open again, this time with Mr. Sauer filling it. The man was dressed in an opulent housecoat with his nightshirt peeking out the top. His hair was in disarray, as though he had just been awakened, despite it being midday. He squinted against the glare of the sun. 

         
         “Young Mister Frankenstein, why, it’s been months? And at such a strange hour?” Mr. Sauer asked.

         
         Victor shrugged anxiously. “I must speak to you, urgently. May I come in?”

         
         Mr. Sauer moved to the side, nonplussed. “I had to see for myself. I was sure Reiner was mistaken.”

         
         “Do you have somewhere private—?” Victor started, looking around. The butler was standing to the right, glaring, and Victor
            was certain he didn’t want him eavesdropping.
         

         
         Mr. Sauer—finally inferring that this was some sort of emergency—led Victor to the library and shut the door firmly behind
            them.
         

         
         Victor held out the blue book immediately.

         
         “In exchange for Fitz’s address book. I need help with something.”

         
         Mr. Sauer carefully took the blue book back and turned it over, inspecting for damage, then, as if on a whim, he sniffed it.

         
         “Formaldehyde,” he whispered, then looked up at Victor in shock. “What have you done?”

         
         Victor squared his shoulders. “Something that must be undone.”

         
         Mr. Sauer tossed the book recklessly in a nearby armchair and began pacing. He paused and let out a bark of horrified laughter,
            then looked back at Victor.
         

         
         “Some things cannot always be undone, son of man. What evil have you wrought with the gift of knowledge?” Mr. Sauer threw open his arms in defeat. 

         
         Victor didn’t want to tell him. All at once he felt very small and very young.

         
         Mr. Sauer shook his head. “Fitz left an address book here for you weeks ago, thrilled by the idea of finding you a mentor.
            Someone to help guide you in your arts. What a waste. When you didn’t return for those months, I assumed you absconded with
            my property. I intended to wait until spring, then send a friend off in pursuit of it.”
         

         
         Another peal of laughter. “And now you’re here! Standing on my doorstep. Smelling of smoke, guilt, and desperation. Begging
            to be forgiven for your transgressions like a chastened schoolboy. Well, I’m sorry, Victor, but I cannot grant you the absolution
            you seek. I doubt that I am of a high enough authority, and for my role in assisting you I am in need of absolution myself.”
         

         
         He turned on a heel and marched deeper into the library. Victor stood and watched as he snatched a small black book off the
            shelf. Mr. Sauer grabbed up a few sheets of paper and a pen and stalked back to where Victor was waiting, trembling.
         

         
         He flipped open the book.

         
         “What was your disgrace? Human, animal? Living or dead?”

         
         Victor looked at the black carpet beneath them. “Human. Living reanimation.”

         
         Mr. Sauer made a sound of anger and disgust. Victor could see him writing something in the black book, then the paper and
            pen was shoved beneath Victor’s nose.
         

         
         “The names and contacts I’ve circled are your best bet if you’re seeking assistance. They won’t slam a door in your face at least, and their specialties are tangentially related,” he snapped. “Copy them down and any other information you may need from the book you borrowed and leave with only what you’ve written. You are now unable to borrow from this library.” 

         
         Victor took the paper and sank into the armchair where the blue book was waiting for him.

         
         Mr. Sauer stood before him, and it took ages for Victor to lift his head to meet his eyes. He expected paternalistic fury
            but found disappointment and dread instead.
         

         
         “If you manage to reverse the circumstances for which you needed my assistance, you must write an account of your crimes and
            submit it to the council,” Mr. Sauer said. “They will review the full circumstances and the efficacy of your penance. Then
            they will consider whether to send you for apprenticeship or turn their backs on you for good.”
         

         
         Victor’s eyes began to smart, but he willed them to stay dry. He couldn’t cry in front of this man, deepen his shame.

         
         Then Mr. Sauer surprised him. He knelt so Victor had no choice but to look him in the face.

         
         “You are lucky you’re just a boy,” Mr. Sauer said, careless of the way that stung him. “In the end it is my fault for disregarding
            that. For thinking you would just read and ponder the mysteries instead of act. Especially a boy so decisive and so bright.
            In time, youthful impatience whittles down into a heady wisdom that helps with choice. But it may be too late for that, and
            for this I must apologize.”
         

         
         He caught one of Victor’s hands in his and squeezed it tight in what felt like goodbye.

         
         “Let us hope that they have the chance to judge you with the kindness and guidance of man, and that the natural consequences
            of your transgressions don’t punish you with the severity of the gods. I am not so sure they will be so lenient with me for my recklessness and enthusiasm in handing you this opportunity.”
         

         
         With that, Mr. Sauer left him to his work and despair.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ride

         
         There had to be a way to undo this. A spell was just words, but he knew he would probably have to at least have Elias with
            him to undo this situation himself. There was nothing he wanted less than to see that man’s face again, so he had to find
            someone powerful enough to sever whatever bond he had created between them.
         

         
         The feeling of being watched had not left him since waking two days ago, and the dizziness had not abated either. It had instead
            settled into something less like a hangover and more like persistent vertigo. No one had to tell him it was Elias, or at least
            something to do with him. There was nothing in the book that discussed in detail what the aftereffects of any of the incantations
            were, much less how to reverse them, and the language barrier concerned him. First, he needed to find someone who knew French—for
            clarity—then maybe someone skilled in bonds or currents, then life/death alchemy.
         

         
         He charted a path of lowest expense and shortest travel and sent a telegram ahead to his family that he would be making a
            diversion instead of heading straight home to visit after graduation.
         

         
         It pained him to request a large sum of money along with denying them the pleasure of his company, but he was certain to his bones that he did not have a choice about the matter. He knew it was time to face the music: he knew Elias would come for him. The way Elias’s eyes burned as they stared at each other in the belly of Victor’s lab, Victor knew with certainty that he was about to be hunted. 

         
         A person strong enough to rip nails out of a surgical table and beat his way through a burning door was someone to reckon
            with. Victor had . . . miscalculated . . . had assumed frailty meant weakness, and now someone strong and furious was on his
            tail. He had to fix this before Elias located him. So Victor had his list and, with it, his mission.
         

         
         He left town straightaway from Mr. Sauer’s estate and boarded a train for France to await the portion of his fortune. He did
            not like France much, but it was as good a place as any, being close to Germany and housing the first alchemist he had to
            visit.
         

         
         The French alchemist’s name was Alain Cloutier, and he lived in southwest France in Dax, Landes.

         
         The book had only a few words of description next to each name, and M. Cloutier’s were “Mud and Blood, Vicious” underlined
            three times in Fitz’s spindly handwriting. Which, frankly, did not sound at all appealing.
         

         
         The alchemists in order of travel were as follows:

         
         
            	France: Alain Cloutier—mud and blood; vicious

            	The Netherlands: Willem Dijkstra—currents: air, water, and electricity; funny

            	England: Bradley King—gold, lead, and lives; come with a gift

            	Scotland: Ayan McClean—fire and sweat; no running water (underlined in red); dubious hospitality

            	Ireland: Brogan—no last name; balance and magic

            	Italy: Cupido Colombo—humors, more of a physician

            	Greece: Orazio Sal—very religious; priest of words, talks in riddles

            	Russia: Yaroslav Voronof—dark magic; dress for warmth

         

         In fact, thinking back to his meeting with Mr. Sauer, there seemed to have been a concentrated effort on his part to avoid
            knowing entirely what Victor had done.
         

         
         It was as if understanding the depth to which Victor had erred would infect him with similar consequence—and he was desperate
            to avoid that.
         

         
         Victor leaned his head against the train window and closed his eyes. The pink of the sun setting was making his head hurt.

         
         It was probably for the best that he left Ingelstad anyway. Even if there weren’t hell to pay from his landlady and Elias’s missing body to deal with, his transgression with the drunk and his nightly adventures cat-catching were likely to catch up with him in time. 

         
         It wasn’t as though anyone he particularly cared about lived there. He was fond of his landlady but not in a way that would
            bind him to this town.
         

         
         He wondered vaguely what had happened to the men who witnessed the fire. Their stories of a man made of parts of the dead
            coming back to life wouldn’t hold water. They may as well have told the police he had captured a fairy or goblin.
         

         
         Authorities would likely check the cemeteries, find little amiss, and dispense with the case. Elias’s village was a two-hour
            ride away, and there were towns between to be searched where a man of means could reasonably be from.
         

         
         That is, if his family didn’t assume Elias had run away with his mysterious suitor.

         
         Who knew what passed for traditional courting among those people?

         
         More important, Victor was dreading all this travel. The journey from Ireland to Italy alone would take nearly a month, and
            he wasn’t sure what could happen by then.
         

         
         The farther he got from Ingelstad, though, the farther he got from most things that were beginning to make him uncomfortable.
            That was a pleasure, unintended as it may have been.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sin

         
         When Elias reached the city, the night was old and the sky was turning purple.

         
         He ate his jerky and penned his horse at an inn after some irritating silent negotiation. They would not let him stay; they
            didn’t want his sores on their sheets.
         

         
         Elias didn’t care because he did not have the time. He walked to the university and onto the campus. The architecture was
            grand and he would have liked to look at it, but he could feel his anger pounding like a headache.
         

         
         He headed straight for the faculty dormitories, forcing the door, then stopped in the hall.

         
         His anger had carried him here, but there was no way of knowing which room the stranger lived in. Elias didn’t read, so the
            names on the doors did not help him.
         

         
         He closed his eyes and allowed a wave of despair to wash over him.

         
         He swallowed hard.

         
         “Hello?” he tried, but his voice cracked in too many places.

         
         “Hello?” A whisper worked. The word hissed so quietly and even the air pained him, but it worked.

         
         Elias gritted his teeth and sat down at the end of the hallway. He waited until the sun had flooded the hall in pink and gold and the sounds of washing up and walking surrounded him. 

         
         The second a door cracked open, Elias was on his feet and pushing inside.

         
         He covered the man’s mouth with a firm hand and pushed the door closed behind him.

         
         “I am looking for a boy,” Elias whispered.

         
         The man’s eyes rolled in terror as he screamed against Elias’s palm. He was short and stout, balding, fat. His soft hands
            scrabbled against Elias, nails catching in the cloth wrapped around him.
         

         
         Elias gripped harder and shook the man with a snap.

         
         “He has blond hair and blue eyes. Matches my height. He took from me and I must find him.”

         
         The man pushed at Elias hard. Elias walked him backward until he was able to pin him to a wall, then leaned close until the
            man could not move. His thrashing was pulling at Elias’s stitches, and he suppressed a flinch in agony.
         

         
         “Is he a professor or student here?” he whispered. “I need his name to contact the authorities.”

         
         That seemed to have an impact. The man faltered and put his hands down. But Elias wasn’t stupid enough to let him go.

         
         “He wears very fine clothes and talks like he owns everyone and everything around him,” Elias continued. “He is clever and . . .
            cruel. He looks to be sixteen or perhaps seventeen.” Elias continued, “Name him and I will leave with haste.”
         

         
         The man’s eyebrows knotted, then he tapped the back of Elias’s hand.

         
         “Are you seeking Victor Frankenstein? He no longer attends here.” He shook his head and pointed at the door. “Please, go. Leave the rest of the faculty alone.” 

         
         Elias looked at him hard. “If I described to you some others, would you be able to give me names?”

         
         “You said you would go if I named one man!” the professor said urgently. “Get out or I will shout!”

         
         Elias bowed his head. “Thank you for this gift.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fresh

         
         Victor Frankenstein.

         
         His fingers itched for violence.

         
         Instead, Elias played beggar for a day. Sat on the stoops of all seventeen taverns in Ingelstad, slipped the owners a fee
            to turn their gaze from him. Gave them more for information on repeat clientele.
         

         
         It took until sundown to find the tavern where Victor often ate lunch and sometimes dinner. It was near midnight when he found
            the other tavern where four students came regularly.
         

         
         The owner of that establishment did not let him stay; it was too nice a place for lepers to be skulking around. But he did
            mention that university students rarely chose this place as it was expensive and frequented mostly by older men of modest
            means. The boys stuck out, though they were no more of a nuisance than other customers.
         

         
         For a fee that would pay for a week’s meat at his family’s tavern, the owner revealed overheard names and times of visitation.

         
         Elias felt nothing. He didn’t feel excitement or anger or worse.

         
         He paid for the upkeep of his horse, then slept in the stables and waited.

         
         It did not take long.

         
         The next evening, they trickled in, wan faced and twitchy. Elias watched them. Waited for them.

         
         Followed them home each night, one after the other until he knew where they slept. Petyr was bedded in a house shared by many
            unrelated people, bitterly poor. Henry lived on his own in a house not unlike Victor’s. Gregor lived with parents and siblings
            in a modest apartment. Jonsi, the one who had dropped the champagne glass, was married with no children.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Blade

         
         For the crime of watching as he burned, Elias killed them all.

         
         He had chef’s hands, which had butchered and carved for ten long years. Smooth from tallow soap, strong as they were thin:
            he strangled Jonsi politely behind the local tannery.
         

         
         Gregor was strong and fought hard, but he was unarmed. Elias slit his throat in the park. Propped up his body beneath a tree,
            tilted his hat down over his face.
         

         
         Petyr looked at him in recognition, at once. But said nothing, did nothing as Elias slid close to him and dragged Franz’s
            blade across his cheek.
         

         
         “It should never have happened,” Petyr said.

         
         “It should never have happened,” Elias repeated.

         
         Petyr held out his hands.

         
         “Dignified? Please.”

         
         “Why?” Elias whispered.

         
         Petyr swallowed. “He refused to acknowledge that you were a man. A person like the rest of us, and I corrected him.”

         
         Elias gritted his teeth. And what was that to the crime of abandonment? Of seeing wickedness and allowing it to flourish?
            Of hearing screams of a captive and turning your back? Elias wanted to shout a thousand words into this man’s face.
         

         
         Instead, he gently took Petyr’s hands and slit his wrists.

         
         Petyr leaned against his headboard and closed his eyes. “God is on your side.” He said breathlessly, “Better by your hand
            than by my own.”
         

         
         Elias held Petyr until he stopped breathing. But still, he felt nothing.

         
         The last man’s house was in a densely populated area. He couldn’t handle him the way he’d handled the others. But Petyr gave
            him courage.
         

         
         He knocked.

         
         Henry opened the door, yelled in terror, and tried to close it again, but Elias pushed inside and closed the door behind himself.

         
         “Are you going to kill me?” Henry asked immediately.

         
         Elias paused for a moment.

         
         “I need information,” he whispered.

         
         Henry backed away, looking around his house for a weapon. He snatched up a candlestick holder and held it between them.

         
         “I don’t know where Victor is. I—I think he’s left town,” Henry stammered.

         
         “He had a book,” Elias said, crossing his arms. “Do you know where he got it?”

         
         “I’ve never seen that book in my life!” Henry shrieked, stumbling on a rug behind him as he continued to back away.

         
         Elias sighed. He locked the door behind him and then turned to Henry, who was drenched in fear-sweat and began to walk toward
            him.
         

         
         “I am from a small town,” Elias began. “Victor took me from a place where books are few. I have always been bright, but one cannot know what one has never been exposed to. I need you to help me. Where could one get a book such as that?” 

         
         Henry looked around wildly.

         
         “Focus,” Elias whispered.

         
         “I . . . I . . . We have a library at school with alchemical texts. Maybe he stole it from there?”

         
         Elias wrapped a hand around the candleholder Henry was clutching and tore it from his grasp.

         
         “I’ve met with a professor who knew him. He gave me Victor’s name but did not mention this crime. His face showed nothing
            but vague recognition,” Elias said quietly.
         

         
         Henry curled up against the wall and slid to the floor.

         
         “Please don’t kill me, please don’t kill me,” he chanted.

         
         Elias looked down at him.

         
         “Brave enough to beg for your life but not brave enough to beg for mine?”

         
         Elias put a hand on the crown of Henry’s head.

         
         “I remember your face. From the moment our eyes met, you understood my terror.”

         
         “I’m sorry!” Henry sobbed.

         
         Elias scrunched his fingers in Henry’s hair and yanked his head back so their eyes met.

         
         “The book,” he hissed.

         
         Tears streamed down Henry’s face. “There are other alchemists in this city. Wealthy and established, maybe he stole it from
            one of them. T-there’s one on Lebzeltergasse, big black house. Another out on Goethstraße . . . I was to visit a man named
            Richard Sonne for an opportunity at an apprenticeship, but he’s a city over.”
         

         
         Elias let Henry’s hair go.

         
         “Would Victor also be seeking apprenticeship?”

         
         “I don’t know!” Henry wailed. “But he was better than I was; he’d probably have gotten better placement.”

         
         “Will he linger there for a while?”

         
         “Probably?! We have to do it for at least a year before we’re properly employable. If you’re trying to catch up to him, that’s
            probably the best place to start—P-please don’t kill me. I promise I just—”
         

         
         “How do I get there?” Elias asked, impatient.

         
         Henry wiped his face. “I can write the addresses if you let me get—”

         
         Elias crouched low and grabbed Henry by the jaw, the way his mother used to do to him when he teased his sister Magda.

         
         “I don’t read. Imagine the way and tell me where to walk.”

         
         Henry looked shocked for a moment, so surprised that he stopped crying. But eventually he complied. Elias allowed Henry’s
            words to take the shape of two mental maps before he let the man go.
         

         
         “Y-you can’t read?” he asked, then flinched at the force of Elias’s glare.

         
         “Thank you for your help,” Elias said stiffly. He pulled Franz’s blade from his coat.

         
         “WAIT, WAIT!” Henry shouted, leaning back against the wall. “I can help!”

         
         Elias paused and prayed that giving this man time was not a mistake.

         
         Henry swallowed. “There is a family hospital to the east that provides good care and takes people without money. If I tell
            you the way, will you remember?”
         

         
         Elias nodded.

         
         “It is very far on foot. Are you sure you’ll remember?”

         
         Elias scowled, even though he knew Henry couldn’t see it through the bandages. “I live hours away and came back here myself.
            Found you myself. Not everyone has the means to learn, but I’m not simple. I will remember.”
         

         
         Henry put up his hands, even though they shook.

         
         “My life for this: the way to the hospital and . . . one n-night’s care beneath my roof. P-penance with my own hands, to right
            your body of some of this wickedness.”
         

         
         Elias stared at him.

         
         “Y-your bandages . . . they need . . . they need . . .” Henry fell silent. His bravery failing, finally.

         
         Elias gritted his teeth and stood.

         
         “Tell me the way.”

         
         Henry’s shoulders dropped with relief. He explained how to travel to the faraway place, even describing what things on the
            way looked like so Elias could be sure he was heading in the right direction.
         

         
         Elias sheathed his blade. He looked Henry up and down one last time.

         
         “One day, I will return to this town and I will find you.”

         
         “Oh god,” Henry moaned.

         
         “You will not need to run when we meet again,” Elias promised, then turned to leave Henry’s house.

         
         “What does that mean?” Henry called after him. “What are you about to do? What do you mean?”

         
         Elias did not answer him.

         
         “Thank you for this gift, Henry Clerval.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ruin

         
         He couldn’t bear this place for another sunrise.

         
         The first alchemist’s home was empty of relevant literature. His home had tomes, but they looked more like the gentle love
            stories his mother had read to them on cold winter nights. Covers with curly text and illustrations of couples embracing or
            walking down garden paths.
         

         
         The alchemist himself slept nearby. A fussy-looking man with higgledy-piggledy curls, in a lacy nightshirt.

         
         Elias walked through his home but did not find anything that reminded him of Victor or his book. He put everything to rights
            and left quickly, pulling the door shut tight.
         

         
         The second alchemist’s house looked more promising. Elias had never seen a dwelling this large in his life. All the windows
            were dark except one with light shining from the third floor.
         

         
         Elias felt the urge to knock again but tamped it down. He had not known many wealthy people in his life, but so far the ones
            he knew had been horrific. The authorities came swiftly for them as well.
         

         
         Instead, he pried open a window on the first floor with his blade and slithered inside. Elias took off his shoes and placed them on the floor outside the window. Franz’s church shoes would not be quiet on the wood. 

         
         He slid, socked, across the room and out into the hallway. He could hear movement in two places, one farther into the house
            on the first floor and another higher upstairs. The recognizable creaking of someone pacing and the ceramic clatter of dishes
            being washed.
         

         
         Wealthy men did not clean their own mess. Elias took the stairs.

         
         He wanted to close his eyes against this opulence. The gleam of everything in here felt threatening. Even the walls were covered
            in paintings, an unthinkable luxury. Elias remembered buying his younger sister paints for Christmas and having to serve kidney
            pies instead of beef for a full month afterward.
         

         
         At the very least, this man would probably be able to afford books other than the ones in the first alchemist’s house.

         
         Elias moved slower, quieter, until the sound of pacing was right before him. He placed a hand on the doorknob and started
            to turn it.
         

         
         A strap of leather landed around his throat and tightened. Elias jerked back, clawing at his neck.

         
         “You don’t belong here,” a reedy voice said calmly. “Guests enter through the front door.”

         
         Elias took one step forward and sprang backward, smashing his attacker against the wall. The leather loosened, and Elias tore it away, tossing the garotte down the hall. The man behind him replaced the leather with his hands. Elias twisted in his grasp and grabbed the man’s hair. He kneed him hard in the stomach. 

         
         The man, older, gray, and fierce, recovered quickly. He slung a leg over Elias’s and pinned him to the floor. Elias flipped
            over, but in the struggle, the bandages on his face had gotten loose and were beginning to blind him.
         

         
         Elias thrashed wildly, clawing at anything he could reach. He managed to grab the man’s hair once again and tugged hard. His
            captor could not suppress a cry, and footsteps charged to the door.
         

         
         “Reiner? Good God, Reiner!” Large hands fisted Elias’s throat, lifting him high. The bandages fell from Elias’s face, draping
            loosely around his neck.
         

         
         The man holding him was immense. He certainly had no need for a bodyguard like this, as he was quite able to restrain Elias
            well enough on his own.
         

         
         But one look at Elias’s mangled face startled him enough to drop Elias immediately. He paled and he took a step back.

         
         “I had him, Jaan,” Reiner griped, tugging his uniform sharply.

         
         “Leave him be,” Jaan replied. “He must be Victor’s.”

         
         Elias looked between both of them and thought of the knives in his coat.

         
         “Victor isn’t here; he left to find a way to undo what he’s done.” Jaan put a hand on the door. “Are you looking for him or
            are you looking for me?”
         

         
         Elias peeked through the open door and saw large shelves filled to bursting with books.

         
         “Both, perhaps,” he replied in his new harsh whisper.

         
         Jaan continued to stare at him. Reiner glanced between the two of them, still visibly furious.

         
         “I want . . .” Elias swallowed again: all of this talking was too much for him. He could feel the scabs in his throat crack
            and bleed.
         

         
         “Do you know where he has gone?”

         
         Jaan looked back at Reiner. “We should be fine, dear. You may go. Leave . . . leave him a token for his journey.”

         
         Reiner scowled at Elias. “Exit from the front entrance,” he said firmly, then turned on his heel and strode quickly away.

         
         Jaan opened the door to the room with books wider and gestured for Elias to follow him.

         
         Elias had never seen so many volumes in his entire life. He didn’t know that books could have a smell when you got so many
            of them close to each other like this. He did not feel at ease here, but he paused, breathless, to look at them.
         

         
         “Are you here to take my life?” Jaan said, settling into a plush armchair and crossing his legs.

         
         Elias narrowed his eyes. “Should I be?” he whispered. “Who are you to him?”

         
         “I am the man who gave him the book. Jaan Sauer,” Jaan confessed. “To be used for study, not application, though I doubt that
            matters much in the grander scheme.”
         

         
         “Do you wish to pardon your sins by offering your life?” Elias slid one of Franz’s knives from its hiding place and twirled
            it, catching the candlelight on the edge of the blade.
         

         
         Jaan watched it intently. “Perhaps.”

         
         Elias paused, then tucked the blade away.

         
         “I do not yet have children of my own, but I did raise my siblings while my parents worked. I do understand the difference
            between intention and impact. I can recognize the guilt of inadvertence,” Elias replied dryly. “You’ll have to earn your penance
            another way.”
         

         
         Jaan frowned. “If I may ask, how old are you? Who are you?”

         
         Elias tilted his head to the side. What did that matter?

         
         “I have seen eighteen summers. I am Margarite’s child.”

         
         Jaan made a complicated face. “You’re a baby . . . just like him.”

         
         Elias shrugged. “I do not have time for this. I need to know where Victor has gone, and I need the blue book.”

         
         “I cannot give it to you. It’s too dangerous in anyone else’s hands,” Jaan said immediately. “But I can tell you where Victor
            has gone.”
         

         
         There was a stack of paper and a pen on the table beside them, in a mess uncharacteristic to the rest of the space. Jaan pushed
            the papers into a neat stack, then began to write.
         

         
         “You must tell me out loud when you have finished, so I can remember,” Elias said pointedly.

         
         Jaan looked up at him. “Oh,” he said softly, immediately understanding.

         
         “I will find someone to recite this to me if the memory fades, but I can carry important things for a long while,” Elias insisted,
            defensive.
         

         
         Jaan pressed his lips together. His eyes grew shiny and wet, but he did not comment further, to Elias’s relief.

         
         “I cannot tell you in which order he has traveled, but here are the places he will be visiting and the people waiting for him.” Jaan handed Elias the list. “He is headed to France to see Alain Cloutier, the Netherlands to see Willem Dijkstra, England to see Bradley King, Scotland to see Ayan McClean, Ireland to see Brogan, Italy to see Cupido Colombo, Greece to see Orazio Sal, and Russia to see Yaroslav Voronof. Victor . . . is the son of Alphonse Frankenstein, who works in Geneva. I do not know his exact address, but he is well known for his work and once there, can be sought by the asking.” 

         
         Jaan looked contemplative for a moment. “Wait here.”

         
         He went deeper into the book room, then returned with the tome Elias had been seeking beneath his arm.

         
         “Perhaps in the hands of a man who cannot know it, things may be different.”

         
         Elias took the volume from him and stared at it.

         
         “These men, are they like Victor or are they like you?” he asked.

         
         “Alchemists are a mixed selection. The only traits they share are respect for the arts and being inordinately powerful. Some
            are monsters of greed and wealth; some are farmers with an extra touch of green,” Jaan admitted. “You should be careful at
            all times when you are with them.”
         

         
         Elias handed the book back to Jaan.

         
         “Go to the section you think Victor may have used and read the first few words from each page so I may recognize them.”

         
         Jaan looked worried but complied. When Elias heard a familiar phrase, he snatched the book back. Then he parted the pages around the section. Before Jaan could stop him, Elias drew his knife and sliced the section clean out of the book. 

         
         “What—?”

         
         Jaan watched in horror as Elias turned to the beginning of the chapter, using the bold typography as a starting point, and
            cut the rest of the chapter on incantations out completely—leaving just the entire first two-thirds of the book and the single
            three pages of the incantation Victor used intact. Then he slid the book into his jacket and placed the rest of it on the
            table.
         

         
         “If the only thing these demons share is a respect for their art, then I will use this as currency. The pages removed you
            can keep. I assume they’re the dangerous ones.”
         

         
         Jaan touched the paper with shaking hands. He looked extremely upset.

         
         “Only a man who doesn’t understand books, doesn’t love them and the beauty of their form, could find a solution such as this,”
            he murmured.
         

         
         Elias pressed his blade against Jaan’s throat in gentle warning.

         
         “I understand books. I’ve been read to. The letters just swim before my eyes. Don’t make the mistake of assuming I am simple.”*

         
         Jaan met his gaze, and a tear finally fell. He said nothing.

         
         “When Victor is dead, I will return to this city and find you. I will tell of my travels and what I have learned from this wickedness done to me and you will write it down. It will be put together with these pages to make a new book. Do not lose them,” Elias said sternly. 

         
         Jaan nodded. Elias’s blade made a shallow cut on his skin from the motion, and Elias took the knife back immediately.

         
         “I didn’t know you would move; I am sorry,” he said, immediately contrite. He reached out to swipe a tender thumb across the
            wound.
         

         
         Jaan shook his head, then swallowed hard.

         
         “You . . . are something new, entirely,” he whispered.

         
         Elias stood. He didn’t like the idea of being changed by this madness.

         
         “I am still Margarite’s child. I must go.” He folded the paper of names and places and tucked it into his jacket with the
            book.
         

         
         “Where are you going?” Jaan asked. He stared up at him like he was looking at God.

         
         “A hospital. Every inch of me bleeds.” Elias began to walk away.

         
         “A religious hospital?” Jaan called after him.

         
         “I do not know.”

         
         “Wait!”

         
         Elias stopped in the doorway, then looked at Jaan over his shoulder.

         
         “I cannot be sure, but . . . whatever you do, do not let them see your back,” Jaan said.

         
         Elias frowned. His back didn’t feel any more painful than the rest of him. There weren’t stitches there, he knew that for certain. But he nodded curtly and shut the book room behind him. 

         
         When he reached the first floor and finally found the entrance, his shoes that he had left outside the window were set directly
            in front of it. Cleaned of the dust of a full day in the roads, leather buffed to a shine.
         

         
         Next to them, folded carefully in a soft suede envelope, was more money than Elias had ever seen in his life. More than the
            tavern made in a year. More than enough to buy a farm and start anew. More than enough to cross land and seas.
         

         
         A token for his journey, indeed. Elias tucked the envelope in his jacket. Jaan must be a Catholic. They paid their penance
            in coin.
         

         
         Elias wanted to say thank you, but the halls were empty, silent. He did not have the power to even shout a goodbye into the
            darkness.
         

         
         So he pulled the book out of his coat and tore out the first blank page.

         
         Elias folded it into a Froebel star and left it sitting on the doormat.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            France

         
         Dax was a place Victor wouldn’t be returning to, if he could stand it.

         
         The moment he stepped from the train, the air was thick with the reek of fish, and it was more crowded than it had any right
            to be, considering its size.
         

         
         After significant haggling in a language too clumsy for his tongue, Victor settled his belongings at an inn and freshened
            up to go find Alain.
         

         
         The address given to him required an hour’s ride on horseback to a beautiful country house painted white and covered with
            blooming flowers, despite the chill.
         

         
         It gave Victor the queerest feeling as he looked at them. They shouldn’t even be growing at this time of year, much less so
            vibrantly.
         

         
         As he got closer, however, he understood. The ground beneath his feet was warm and plush, even on the gravel path to the front
            door. The heat from the soil rose, bold and steamless, keeping the air around the blooms a balmy seventy degrees.
         

         
         Victor climbed the steps to the porch, still eyeing the garden suspiciously.

         
         “Most visitors have an invitation.” A voice curled out the window. “But I can’t turn down a fresh face.”

         
         Victor jolted in surprise, whipping around to see a man leaning on the windowsill. The shutters had opened silent as a ghost.

         
         The French alchemist was in his early fifties, blond, and Victor could admit he was very handsome. He had the brown lined
            face of a man who had spent a great deal of time in the sun and the strong forearms of a man who did hard work.
         

         
         His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, cornflower-blue shirt opened at the collar. He was rakish, but his disarray couldn’t
            shake the air that he was high born, a true gentleman. A man at leisure in his home. At once, Victor desired to become like
            him.
         

         
         “Hello.” Victor collected himself. “I’m looking for Alain Cloutier? I’m Victor Frankenstein, son of Alphonse Frankenstein.
            Recently graduated from the University of Ingelstad?”
         

         
         Alain looked curious for a moment. “Did Mr. Fitz send you my way, ma petite araignée?”* he asked softly.
         

         
         Victor nodded. “I got your contact from his address book. I was recommended to visit by a Mr. Sauer as well.

         
         Alain raised his eyebrows at that. “The Archivist himself? Well, you must be in trouble.”

         
         He slipped from the window to the door next to it, opening it wide. Alain paused for a minute to look Victor over, like he
            was committing him to memory, before stepping aside to let him into his home.
         

         
         The French alchemist lived in a house straight from a fairy story. White kitchen, gleaming wood floors, blue china, and handmade doilies. It looked altogether much like what Victor imagined a house his Elizabeth would make if she were allowed her choice for every element. 

         
         It certainly didn’t look like a house for a bachelor—much less a scientist—and yet there were no signs of women around. No
            photographs or paintings of a dear wife or daughter, no bonnets, and boots by the door. No smell of bread cooking or girls
            singing as they went about their work. It was uncanny.
         

         
         Alain pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and bade Victor to sit, pulling out a bottle of uncorked wine to split.

         
         “So?” he said, the way French people did. Polite and impatient, in their own way.

         
         A pang of anxiety thrilled him. Victor suppressed it and began.

         
         “I’m looking to undo a spell.”

         
         Alain raised an eyebrow and Victor was forced to continue.

         
         “A . . . friend of mine was near death and I pulled him back to life. Now I am . . . unsure of the consequences.”

         
         Alain looked thoughtful. He tore a crust off the side of a kitchen loaf and dipped it in soft butter.

         
         “Do you have the spell with you?” Alain asked through ungentlemanly chewing.

         
         Victor rustled in his pocket and pulled out his notes. He unfolded them and passed them across the table.

         
         Alain’s face went through a fascinating journey as he read: curiosity, fear, anger, revulsion, then, most frighteningly, amusement,
            and Victor remembered Fitz’s warning. Vicious.
         

         
         “Hmm.” He pushed the paper back to Victor. “Your French is not good, I don’t think,” he said.

         
         Most French people thought that about people who were not French.

         
         “I studied it mostly for academic purposes. My spoken French is weak, but my reading is competent.”

         
         Alain laughed, and it wasn’t a nice one.

         
         “If your reading were strong, you would not have done this.” He took another large bite out of his bread. “This man, he was your friend, no? Why
            then is he not with you?”
         

         
         Victor grasped for an explanation. “He cannot afford to travel, and he is still ill.”

         
         Alain pursed his lips and made a questioning gesture. “That may be; you still look healthy.”

         
         “Can you just tell me what’s going on?” Victor snapped, having reached the end of his patience.

         
         Alain put the bread on his naked wood table and sat up, leaning forward. He layered his hands beneath his chin, bulky arms
            flexing beneath his shirt, and fixed Victor with a gaze that made him regret his outburst.
         

         
         “Victor? Victor. I am a businessman. I do not believe you would travel such distance with expectations of receiving assistance
            for free.”
         

         
         Victor gritted his teeth. “I have money, if that’s what you’re asking. What’s your price?”

         
         “I have money,” Alain said, shrugging. “What use have I for yours? The question should be what are you willing to pay? For a
            cut of your hair, I will tell you what this enchantment is. For a bit of your tears, I will tell you what it does. For a little
            of your blood, I’ll think of what must be done. . . . For a lot of your blood, I can try to save you.”
         

         
         Victor leaned away from Alain, as the man had begun to lean closer in excitement.

         
         “What would you do with my hair?” Victor asked, morbidly curious.

         
         Alain shrugged. “You can make this into incense that wards off dark spirits. I have many of these. I am not a man the spirits
            are fond of. In your case, I think it may be more powerful than from most donors due to your . . . situation.”
         

         
         Victor frowned, but that wasn’t so bad. “Can we start with the hair and the tears?”

         
         Alain grinned, getting up immediately. He stalked across the kitchen and pulled a pair of sheers out of his knife block. He
            scraped them across a sharpening strip, each stroke grating against Victor’s peace, raising goose bumps on the back of his
            neck.
         

         
         The French alchemist returned to his side with a bowl. Without any question or preamble, he gripped the side of Victor’s head
            hard and selected a spot under where Victor preferred to part his hair. Kind enough to choose a place that would be hidden
            by his hairstyle.
         

         
         “Hold this,” he commanded, pushing the bowl into Victor’s hands. After a few short snips, he patted Victor’s hair back where
            it should be.
         

         
         “Hmm.” Alain looked at the strands in his bowl, then sniffed them hard. “Good. I will return.”

         
         He marched out to place the bowl in a different part of the house. When he returned, his hands were empty and he was rubbing
            them together.
         

         
         “Are you ready for tears?” Alain asked.

         
         Victor opened his mouth to explain that he could probably generate a few with sufficient motivation. But before he could speak, Alain’s hand collided with the side of his face so hard his head snapped back. Victor could not even take a breath to process it when another blow knocked him the other way. The palm of Alain’s hand was broad and tight, like being slapped with steel in leather gloves. Victor had never been treated with such roughness and violence. 

         
         He cried out, tears of pain and rage springing to his eyes. He stood quickly to protest, and Alain caught him. Bending his
            head back, fiercely gripping his hair. Then, to Victor’s ever-relenting horror, licked the tears from his face in broad, hot
            swipes.
         

         
         Victor pushed at Alain’s chest, but he was far too strong for Victor’s efforts to matter. He looked down into Victor’s eyes
            with his frigid, merciless gaze and tightened his grip until Victor saw stars.
         

         
         “That man was not your friend,” Alain said, calm and conversational. “I could smell your lies as you stood sniveling on my
            porch.”
         

         
         “How dare you strike me!” Victor shouted, furious.

         
         Alain hummed. Victor’s outburst did not intimidate him. “I accept this payment.”

         
         He released Victor, snorting as Victor crumpled to his knees. Then Alain sat back down and took a sip of his wine.

         
         “It’s an exchange spell; your bodies are seeking equilibrium.” He peered hard at Victor. “Hmm, one and a half souls, it looks like, trying to find a balance. Best case you settle with seventy-five percent of a soul in your body. The sun won’t ever feel as warm, food won’t taste as good, pleasure will never be so sweet as before your transgression. But if this was done for a friend or a lover, would this be so much to lose? To sleep beside a wife snatched before death untimely?” 

         
         He took another bite of his bread, watching dispassionately as Victor struggled back into the chair.

         
         “I’d give more than hair, blood, and tears for that. You would have liked my wife; she was nicer than me,” said Alain.

         
         “You are a devil,” Victor spat. His face still burned hot as fire, and his pride burned worse.

         
         Alain snorted. “Perhaps. Now for your tears. If this had been a friend or a wife, it would have settled between you two. Saving
            them and granting you both an enchanted half-life. But that man is not your friend, araignée. He will pull the life from you
            until there is too little left to sustain you. Whether he knows it or not, his body will be seeking one hundred percent of
            a soul, more if he needs healing. Leaving you with a quarter left in the end. Eventually, one of you must die, but for now
            you are . . . in an interesting space.”
         

         
         Good God. Victor snatched the glass of wine off the table and downed it entirely.

         
         “What then?” he rasped.

         
         The French alchemist shrugged. “Many things? I deal in blood and soil; maybe another alchemist has more for you. Perhaps extended
            unconsciousness, maybe depression so dark you cannot move. You could weaken until the point of death, then expire naturally,
            perhaps.”
         

         
         Victor panted and thought hard.

         
         “Is there a time limit before that happens?”

         
         The French alchemist shrugged again, this time with a smirk.

         
         God damn it. God damn this man, and damn this house and damn this entire country.

         
         “You want blood?” Victor asked.

         
         “Well, I wouldn’t say no.” Alain’s smirk widened into a grin.

         
         “Are you going to drink it, too? Lick it off my arm like some kind of beast?”

         
         Alain let out a peal of laughter. “There are much better things to do with blood, araignée, though I have heard it does cook
            well into a sausage if Englishmen are to be believed.”
         

         
         Victor rolled his eyes.

         
         “It could be worse.” Alain stood. “Mr. Fitz gave me a small piece of his liver* so I would be written down in his little book. Searchable by any shithead alchemist who got his hands on it. Present company
            excluded, of course.”
         

         
         He clamped a hand on Victor’s shoulder in a way that reminded Victor of his monstrous strength. “Come on.”

         
         He followed Alain to a room at the back of the house. Victor wisely kept his eye on every exit and anything that could potentially
            be used as a weapon.
         

         
         As they drew closer to the door, something that had escaped Victor’s notice at first became quite apparent. The flowers in
            front of the house smelled so sweet, their scent cloying and bright. Intentional in their obscuration. But beneath this scent,
            a persistent aroma of iron.
         

         
         Light at first in the foyer, then covered by the scent of home cooking in the kitchen. But growing stronger and stronger as they went toward this room. 

         
         The door had flaking paint around the edges, strange for such a pristine house, and Victor’s sense of alarm screamed at him
            to run.
         

         
         But Alain’s hand was still on his shoulder, and he simply could not test if this man’s strength was rivaled by his speed.

         
         Alain whistled a light tune as he pulled a key from his suit pants. He opened the door and shoved Victor inside.

         
         Victor stumbled, catching himself on a table—no, a surgical site. The smell was thick and foul, worse than in a butcher shop.

         
         His eyes rolled around the room in a panic. The walls in here had a strange patchy brown color that it took a moment for him
            to recognize as blood.
         

         
         “We have specialties, you know,” Alain said, closing the door hard behind himself. “If you survive this and live to learn,
            you’ll choose your own. I do not recommend your current path, though. Too tempting, I think.”
         

         
         Victor gazed with revulsion at the surgical bed. It smelled like infection: pus stained yellow and red.

         
         “Hm. Not that. I haven’t had the chance to clean here yet. I wasn’t expecting guests. This will do.” Alain seized Victor’s
            wrist and dropped him in an armchair.
         

         
         He circled behind Victor and pulled a thick leather strap hard around his biceps, pulling it tight until Victor’s veins stood
            out bright blue. A tourniquet and a restraint all in one.
         

         
         “How much will you take?” Victor asked, willing his voice to not shake.

         
         Alain paused. “How much will you give? This is payment, child, not extortion.”

         
         Victor answered immediately. “Four ounces.”

         
         Alain huffed. “For six I can tell you who not to visit, if you’re seeking others.”

         
         Jesus Christ. Haggling with this man? The scent of blood was so heavy it was starting to make Victor feel nauseous. He had
            never been so outraged in his life, but disgust was beginning to eclipse even that.
         

         
         “Fine.”

         
         “Spirited,” Alain commented gleefully. He sanitized his tools, then sanitized Victor’s arm.

         
         Then, gentler than Victor believed Alain was capable of, he pricked him. So quick and smooth Victor barely felt it. He watched
            his blood flow into Alain’s waiting flask.
         

         
         “You are good at that,” he admitted.

         
         “It’s my job.” Alain flushed, pleased. “I am a good doctor, too, when the circumstances call for it.”

         
         The silence after was heavy. Victor could tell it wasn’t bothering the French alchemist, but sitting here in this shrine to
            gore, he couldn’t help but squirm a bit.
         

         
         “Did you know,” Alain began again, “that you can pull gold from blood?”*

         
         “Yes, I know,” Victor said. “But the volume is impractical.”

         
         Alain shrugged, lifting the rubber line high for better drainage. “At least forty thousand people for eight ounces. A decadent, sanguine orgy, perhaps, but the power in that gold would be magnificent. You wouldn’t wear it; you could use it as an amplifier of some kind.” 

         
         “Could we perhaps just not talk?”

         
         Alain clicked with amusement in the back of his mouth. He waited until the flask was full, then removed the needle and wrapped
            Victor’s arm with clean bandages.
         

         
         He allowed Victor to sit outside his lab on a white wicker chair in the foyer as he locked the door tight. Victor waited patiently
            as Alain returned with a fresh peach and a cut of ham for Victor to eat to replenish his strength.
         

         
         “Depending on your vitality and the experiences your . . . companion has on the other side of your connection, this should
            take three months. The more taxing his burden the more vitality he will call from you. But every day after the second month
            will be agony and weakness.”
         

         
         Victor chewed and swallowed. As he ate, he watched the French alchemist pour his blood into a half-full watering can by the
            window and swish it around.
         

         
         “Who are you set to visit?”

         
         “Willem Dijkstra, Bradley King, Ayan McClean, Brogan, Cupido Colombo, Orazio Sal, and Yaroslav Voronof.”

         
         “Hmm. You can probably skip Greece, but it is so close. Russia is a last resort. I trained with Voronof and he is not a pleasant
            man.”
         

         
         Victor couldn’t help the snort of disbelief that came from him. Alain wiggled his eyebrows at him in mutual amusement.

         
         “At the very least when you come to my doors, you get a crust of bread, a glass of wine, fresh fruit from my tree. The comfort of my surroundings, the warmth from my hearth,” Alain protested with another smile. “I’d say any unpleasantries are more to proclivity and personality, and even those vary from man to man. Mr. Fitz enjoys the pleasure of my company quite a bit.” 

         
         “Fitz seems to enjoy the pleasure of most people’s company,” Victor replied dryly.

         
         Alain doubled over with laughter, running a hand through his bright hair before looking up at Victor—flushed and happy.

         
         “Oh, Victor, you’re very funny when you wish to be. I sincerely hope you survive this.”

         
         And there it was again, a wave of nausea.

         
         Alain picked up the watering can. “That is all for today, I think. Next time you come to my door without an invitation, you’ll
            pay in two pints. Get out.”
         

         
         Victor couldn’t leave this house fast enough. He scrambled to his feet, folded up his papers and shoved them in his coat.

         
         When he was a hundred feet away and had the courage to look back over his shoulder, there was Alain. Watering his garden with
            Victor’s blood.
         

         
         Victor returned to his inn hastily and took a long and expensive bath to wash the scent of Alain’s flowers from his nose.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seethe

         
         Victor tossed and turned in these perfumed French sheets. His window didn’t have a curtain and the moon was bright and relentless.

         
         He ran Alain’s words over in his head. Turned them around for inspection. The devastation of this could have overwhelmed him—would
            have overwhelmed him—if he didn’t feel in some way . . . unsurprised.
         

         
         Victor looked at his hands, then let his arms fall back down to the mattress.

         
         In pursuit of his own damnation, he had killed twenty-one rats, fifty-two cats, one dog, and one man. Spent thousands of marks
            and many months bent to the task, feverish and determined. He opened doors to upper society and had the respect and the fear
            of people who mattered. This didn’t have to be an end if he was clever and lucky. It could be a stumbling block.
         

         
         In some ways, he understood Alain in all of his strangeness. The French alchemist was the master of his own enchanted domain.
            He had the respect of the nearby town for his physician skills, and the freedom to chase his scarlet pleasures. The privacy
            to work without interruption. To focus his all.
         

         
         Victor did not enjoy having his face licked. But he did like the idea of becoming the sort of man who could do as he pleased—to such an outrageous extent such as that—and get away with it. 

         
         Alain was allowed to live in duplicity between the cookie-cutter precociousness of his homemaking and his private palace of
            blood. It was an ideal that Victor strived to replicate within his own life when he got the chance.
         

         
         More, Victor recognized the manic shine of Alain’s eyes, the flat empty space beyond them. His own eyes looked the same. Victor
            wondered if all of theirs did, alchemists. He hadn’t had the time to check at the party, and Mr. Sauer was simply an Archivist.
            He had the gaze of a professor or librarian.
         

         
         Elias, on the other hand, had the gaze of prey. Open and hungry and curious . . . cautious—but not enough to avoid being eaten.

         
         Victor wondered how he was doing. Roaming the streets of Ingelstad, burned and cut. He felt like he would know if Elias had
            expired of his wounds. If Elias was no longer living, Victor wouldn’t still feel dizzy, feel this ache in his chest, feel
            the spectra of eyes following him wherever he went.
         

         
         Particularly if Alain was right about the spirit. Perhaps, when Elias did die, all of what they shared would rush to Victor.
            One hundred twenty-five percent vitality would likely feel divine for only a moment before Elias’s soul departed.
         

         
         But, if all he could settle for was sixty-two percent of a soul, that would do. It wouldn’t hamper his work; it might make it easier. Tomorrow would start another day of travel, this time by carriage and then again by boat. Victor had been all over Europe, but the Netherlands and Russia would be new, and he had to travel by water to Russia to avoid Germany completely because of his crimes. 

         
         He sighed and wondered about the weather.

         
         Some days Victor still dreamed of the cats, rats, and mice.

         
         He would like not to.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Wave

         
         The feeling of being watched was manageable when he was alone. The strangeness of it would never fade, but alone he could
            be sure that it was this . . . curse . . . nothing more.
         

         
         In a crowd, bustling and loud, it felt dangerous. French pickpockets were less aggressive than Italian ones but quicker, more
            efficient.
         

         
         Victor had things on his person that he could not afford to lose.

         
         There were also the authorities to contend with. It was a far cry to imagine that in the two weeks since he’d left Ingelstad
            that he’d been pinpointed as the source of the evening’s chaos. Much less that anyone managed to alert French police to search
            for a man of his description in time to catch him in the forty-eight hours he was here.
         

         
         But standing in the center of a crowd, feeling a persistent gaze on the back of your neck, was chilling.

         
         By the time Victor made it to his carriage to the sea, he was twitching with anxiety and his headache was back. He was certain
            he looked a fright. But the carriage driver took his money with a disaffected glance.
         

         
         Victor was granted several hours of reprieve of silence and solitary to wind down the beating of his heart.

         
         Traveling by ship was odious at the best of times. Victor had to save his money for the more expensive voyage from Scotland
            to the Mediterranean. So his selection for this jaunt to the Netherlands was below him.
         

         
         The guests’ quarters were dark and musty, reeking of mildew, salt, and rotting hay. They dined on dry bread and salted meat.

         
         Victor had purchased lemons preserved in honey for his journey. But a quick look at his company let him know that it wasn’t
            wise to eat them in the open lest he return to his bunk to find the entire jar missing.
         

         
         Guests were not allowed to roam the deck during any time other than afternoons and could be sent below at the captain’s whim.

         
         This wildness didn’t suit him. Victor wasn’t a person in search of the spray on his face. These bracing winds didn’t make
            him think of freedom. The sun’s glare was like being beneath a microscope.
         

         
         He knew some men would board a ship and get lost in her. Preferring—somehow—the sweat and stink of men, salt in the air, and
            the promise of paltry pay to true civilization. He’d even heard stories of men leaving entire farms behind in the hands of
            their women never to return again.
         

         
         Victor couldn’t imagine it. If one more sailor looked at him and commented on the fairness of his hair or the sweetness of
            his mouth, he would consider working out how to make peace with killing again.
         

         
         But the trip did come to an end, as it always does, and Victor stumbled from the deck to the street.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Barley

         
         It was the rainy season and the sky was gray. Victor’s clothes quickly grew damp with the fog and general humidity. The cold
            wasn’t fierce here, but it clung to his skin and wormed its way into his bones until he was quaking.
         

         
         Victor’s hands grew unfeeling, clenched about the reins. He leaned forward trying to siphon warmth from the horse’s back.

         
         He understood why most alchemists chose to live in isolation, but this was getting old.

         
         By the time he was near Willem Dijkstra’s dwelling, Victor could only open his eyes in short stretches, and every step was
            bringing his headache roaring back.
         

         
         The feeling of being watched persisted even behind his eyelids. With only the whistle of the wind and miles of hill around
            him, it mocked him near to fury.
         

         
         Between blinks of darkness, there were hands touching him. Rough fabric brushed across his face. The smells of smoke and sheep
            and wood. The sound of hooves in the distance. Victor drifted into a warmth plush as summer before the black of unconsciousness
            took him for good.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sweet

         
         It had been five days since Elias had awoken in that cursed room.

         
         His entire body screamed, skin itching with pus and infection. The fever was taking him, and as he sat on his horse’s back
            plodding forever forward, he dreamed.
         

         
         He was dancing with Lyla, the prettiest girl in the village, swinging her round and round to gaze at the arch of her throat
            as she laughed. Then he dreamed he was lying on a pile of unbaked bread dough as soft as the swell of flesh. Then that he
            was walking through the meadow, dragging his fingertips across flowers’ faces. He swam in and out of consciousness to adjust
            his horse on the road.
         

         
         Henry’s words guided him safely.

         
         When Elias finally arrived, the hospital was different than the ones his family had taken him to in a much bigger city. It
            looked more like a large house or a modest church—just as Henry had described.
         

         
         Elias led his exhausted beast through their gate, loping the reins over a fence post, then staggered to the front door.

         
         He swallowed hard as blackness swam before his eyes. Then he clenched his fist to keep from fainting and pounded on the door.

         
         It opened and an old man stood before him.

         
         “Please,” Elias said immediately, “Grandfather, I am in need of aid.”

         
         The old man tilted his head to the side and blinked. His eyes did not focus; they roved over him aimlessly. He reached out
            and drew his hand toward Elias’s face.
         

         
         The instant he felt the bandages touch his palm; he snatched his hand back.

         
         “We do not care for lepers here.”* His voice was deep, deeper than any Elias had heard before. He started to close the door.
         

         
         “I am not a leper,” Elias cried desperately. “I have been cut. A man who sought to do me ill has desecrated me with a blade,
            and I have not the tools to stay clean. The fevers . . . I have come a long way. I am not a leper.”
         

         
         “Your voice is rough as lepers’ voices become rough,” the old man said, his blind eyes shifting from side to side. “You smell
            of strange blood.”
         

         
         “He scarred my throat to prevent the telling of it.” Elias begged, “Please, I swear before God, I am not a leper. But if you
            would not permit me to rest, please allow me spirits for cleansing, new bandages, and scissors so I might remove these stitches.
            I have the coin for it. Please.”
         

         
         The old man’s brow furrowed. He reached forward again and this time dragged his fingers over Elias’s face, feeling the topography
            of his skin.
         

         
         “Stitches . . . ,” he whispered. “Precise. Was your butcher a surgeon?”

         
         Elias could not take this. He burst into tears, leaning against the doorframe.

         
         “I do not know. I never touched him; I do not know why I was chosen.”

         
         The old man tugged Elias inside, hushing him gently.

         
         The inside of the hospital looked more like a house than the outside. The front room was large with many places to sit but
            otherwise was indistinguishable from Elias’s home. A large hearth with water continuously steeping, dry food stores hung from
            the ceiling, the warmth of lantern and candle, a large welcoming table for eating.
         

         
         The old man took him to the back of the house, where there were many rooms. Passing by, Elias could see that at least one
            of them was a regular bedroom filled with girl’s things.
         

         
         Where he stopped, there were four beds and a large brass bathing tub.

         
         “It is past the coughing season,” the old man explained. “We do not often get visitors who stay. Those who did have passed
            or returned home.”
         

         
         Elias was struggling to stand and could not answer with more than a shuddering breath.

         
         The old man helped him undress. Elias felt a thrum of fear, recalling Jaan’s warning and the villagers’ terror, but the old
            man did not react in any way to him. Truly blind, then.
         

         
         Elias held his hand as the old man led him to the bath. Elias sat at the bottom and leaned his head back as the old man went to fetch water. He wished he could help him, but weak as he was, he could not. He flinched as winter-cold water splashed against his skin, ten buckets to fill halfway. Then two pots of boiling water until the chill was chased from it. 

         
         The old man returned with a bottle of clear spirits and tipped it into the water as well. He sprinkled pine needles on the
            surface. Elias teared up again at the scent, thinking of home.
         

         
         “What is your name?” the old man asked.

         
         “Elias, Margarite’s son.”

         
         The old man smiled, wrinkles radiating from the corners of his eyes. “A village boy, then. They always mention their mothers. . . .
            I am De Lacey.”
         

         
         Elias sniffled. “I am from near Gerolfing.”

         
         De Lacey nodded and began to wash Elias’s back with a soft cloth, pausing every time Elias flinched.

         
         “Cleansed of blood, you smell . . . sweet,” he commented.

         
         “I have sugar sickness. I must eat only meat and pine tea if I can manage it, and drink much clean water,” Elias whispered.

         
         De Lacey made an aggravated sound, then stood and left him. Elias leaned against the side of the tub and cried quietly. His
            head hurt so much. It had for days. Now that his skin was beginning to stop screaming at him, he was forced to focus on his
            head more than ever.
         

         
         De Lacey returned with pine tea and goose meat.

         
         “I see you’re going to be expensive,” he grumbled.

         
         “I am sorry.” Elias breathed shakily. He took a small bite of the goose, pacing himself even though he wanted to wolf it down.

         
         De Lacey bathed him in his entirety like no one had since Elias was very young. Swiped the cloth even between his toes and rubbed his fingernails. It hurt like the good kind of pain, and Elias cried in small bouts the whole way through. 

         
         Then De Lacey made Elias lie down and set upon cutting his stitches.

         
         “It feels more terrible than it is,” he remarked. “Shallow and prone to infection, yes. Deep, no. Perhaps this person intended
            this as a punishment?”
         

         
         “I do not know,” Elias said. His tears had irritated the cuts on his face and it was stinging. He took another sip of pine
            tea, then chewed a few of the needles.
         

         
         “They are all on the front of you, so you may lie on your back,” De Lacey said firmly. “Your face feels fair. Perhaps he was
            jealous. Did you court a girl he desired?”
         

         
         Elias wanted to laugh—his chest even jolted in amusement—but the joy didn’t reach his face.

         
         “No. There is no girl between us.” He sighed.

         
         De Lacey finished removing the bits of string Victor had put inside him, then moved to trim the remaining strands of Elias’s
            hair until his head was shorn all the way around. Then he rubbed Elias all over with ointment that burned in a healing way
            and settled clean sheets about him.
         

         
         “Thank you for this gift,” Elias said. He could feel himself slipping into sleep.

         
         De Lacey chuckled. “Village boys. Always so formal. When you wake, everyone should be back from town, and you can meet the
            family.”
         

         
         Elias was fading, but he roused himself to reach out and murmur:

         
         “It is good that you are not here alone.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Cabin

         
         When Elias woke up, it was to the feeling of breath on his face. He opened his eyes. A child was staring at him from less
            than a centimeter away. Her brown hair fell about his cheeks as she scrutinized him.
         

         
         “You look like a quilt, all over in patches,” she remarked sharply.

         
         “Agatha!” A horrified voice. “Get away from him.”

         
         Elias turned to see a woman with dark hair, eyes, and skin peeking in the doorway. She waved Agatha over to her.

         
         “Do not bother him,” she hissed.

         
         Elias closed his eyes.

         
         “It is all right. She is my youngest sister’s age. When she grows, you’ll miss the mischief,” he murmured.

         
         But when he opened his eyes, she was gone. It was strange, though. He was alone in this room but still felt as though someone
            was listening to him. Or watching him.
         

         
         Elias lay very still.

         
         There were noises coming from the front of the house, the sounds of a younger man and the woman he’d seen. The old man, too. After a while, he heard the girl shrieking in play as well, all too far to be at his bedside. Elias looked at the light from beneath the door and did not see the shadow of feet. 

         
         There was a wrongness to this feeling.

         
         His head had been pounding for days, and the pain of his every movement had been his companion since his rebirth, so he wouldn’t
            have been able to notice such a subtle feeling until he was safe, clean, dry, and healing.
         

         
         Now that Elias was aware of it, the hairs raised on his entire body. He forced himself to get up and search the room, but
            it was empty. He crept to the door and peered through the crack, but there was no one lurking behind it.
         

         
         Then he went and sat on the bed.

         
         He looked at the ceiling. “Can you hear me?” Elias whispered.

         
         The feeling persisted but did not grow stronger. Nothing changed: the candles nearby did not even flicker more than usual.

         
         Elias lay down, carefully covering his back.

         
         “I see you,” he said to Victor. “You are a beast in the skin of a man. There is nowhere you can run where I shall not give
            chase. I swear on the power of my own hands, I will bury you in your grave.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Bread

         
         The family was very kind to him. The old man had a son, Felix, and the child was his sister, Agatha. The young dark woman
            was Safia, Felix’s betrothed.
         

         
         Elias didn’t see Felix often, but he heard his warm, booming laugh all the way down the hall. He was told, by Agatha, that
            Felix had a job as a clinic doctor in town. Safia was left to do most housework, cleaning, mending, and cooking.
         

         
         Her pretty voice rang out as she worked in the mornings and chased Agatha around the house.

         
         They left Elias’s care to De Lacey, who rubbed his cuts with ointment and cleaned them. Elias could not yet put on his shirt
            without worrying his healing chest so he had to go shirtless. This also meant he could not walk around the space as he would
            like. He had to keep his back covered.
         

         
         So he lay there as though he could not move, citing the injuries on the bottom of his feet and the slow-healing burns between
            his legs.
         

         
         Elias looked out the window and wished to feel the wind on his face and smell the earth. He stretched in place after everyone
            had gone to bed, fearing that the creak of the wood floors would alert someone to his fitness.
         

         
         Besides that, Elias felt very good. He felt better than he had in years. His injuries were healing faster than everyone expected. Burns fading to pink and white irritated patches, the stitches and cuts angry and red but no longer weeping fluid or bleeding. 

         
         Best of all was Safia’s cooking. Safia liked to cook with cinnamon, and though it was costly, Felix indulged her. Elias had
            never had so much of it in his life and keenly felt its luxury.
         

         
         He could hear the family eating dinner in the front room. Hear their laughter and the rhythm of their conversation. It made
            him miss his own kin with a bitterness too sharp to discuss.
         

         
         When Safia asked after him in that way, he turned his face to hide his tears and she didn’t ask again.

         
         She rubbed a hand over his head every so often and it made his heart make birdsong.

         
         What he would do for Magda’s roughness, the sweetness of her pinches, and the flutter of her eyelashes. What he would give
            to smell the scent on the top of Gida’s head, to braid her hair and tuck flowers into the pocket of her apron. What would
            it cost to dance with Alina, hear her heels pound the floor and the twinkle of her laugh? What horrors would he endure to
            push his face into his mother’s neck and have her hold him?
         

         
         To taste the first bloody cut of his father’s hunting, fresh and salty on the tongue.

         
         If he thought of them for too long, the image of their faces warped in terror and disgust surfaced. Victor’s crimes had poisoned
            even memories of them.
         

         
         With the strange strength of his limbs, Elias wanted to mourn properly. To shout and cry and kick and break things, to bury his face in skirts that smelled of love like he was a babe, not full grown. 

         
         But instead, he lay there on his back and wished that he were dead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Plush

         
         Agatha was learning to read. From his bed he could hear her struggling.

         
         Elias had not felt shame at his lack until now. Reading was not necessary for him and never had been.

         
         He knew what different money looked like. He knew his numbers, could read those. He wasn’t fit for marriage due to his illness
            and was the only son among three girls. None of his siblings could read. Only his mother had been educated, and his father,
            with some difficulty.
         

         
         She had made sure to read to them all. Whatever new book would show up in the apothecary would find its way to their home
            eventually, and she would trade it for another when shipments came in.
         

         
         Elias was probably more well “read” than most of the people in the village and more diversely educated, too. Also, plenty
            of people in his village did not know how. It never came up day to day.
         

         
         But since he’d met Victor, no less than three people had looked at him like he was ridiculous for it.

         
         He heard Safia correcting Agatha and wished that he could go to sit beside them. Perhaps this time it would be different and the letters would stop flipping around. 

         
         De Lacey opened the door to his room.

         
         “How do you fare? It should be time for you to rise soon,” he said.

         
         Elias let him run his fingers over the closed wounds of his cuts and feel the fading heat of his burns.

         
         “You should feel blessed at this healing. I have never before seen its like.”

         
         Elias let out a shivery breath. He did not like the implications of that. “Perhaps God has seen my innocence and saw fit to
            grant me this kindness,” he said. “I shall leave tomorrow. What way will lead me to the closest city with travel from this
            country?”
         

         
         De Lacey looked surprised. “Oh, Munich is a half day’s ride to the south. If you came from Gerolfing, you have already traveled
            most of the way. Where are you going?”
         

         
         Elias replied immediately. “Geneva. I . . . have family there. To visit.”

         
         “A village boy with family in Switzerland! You are certainly something new, Elias of Gerolfing,” De Lacey said wryly.

         
         Elias laughed, dry as leaves. His voice had not yet fully returned, but he had gotten this ability back at least.

         
         De Lacey shuffled over to the pile of Elias’s things that lay crumpled and untouched for his nine days here.

         
         “Safia can wash your clothes for the journey—” De Lacey started, but Elias sat up quickly.

         
         “NO! No.” He thought frantically of the knives, money, and spell book. “I would not like her to touch my filth. I will find a washerwoman when I have left.” 

         
         De Lacey made an unconcerned noise and reached for his jacket. “Safia has cleaned blood and shit and all manner of things.
            Your sweat and pus are no matter to—”
         

         
         Elias sprang from the bed, reaching out to tug his jacket back and offer his trousers instead.

         
         Many things happened at once.

         
         The noise of Elias’s movement startled De Lacey and he jerked in surprise. The envelope of money slid to the floor and opened,
            bills fanning out in an arc. Then the largest knife, butcher, unbalanced by its handle, fell from his coat and clattered to
            the floor.
         

         
         De Lacey stood there with Elias’s jacket in his hand, white as a sheet. Elias threw himself to the ground, back to the door,
            and scooped all the money into the envelope besides a few bills.
         

         
         “The payment for my stay was inside my jacket,” he tried. “I didn’t want her to wash—”

         
         Faster than Elias could process, De Lacey sank to the floor and covered the knife with his hand. As soon as his fingertips
            made contact with the blade, he gave out a loud cry of terror and backed up into the brass tub with a clang.
         

         
         “Felix!” he shouted.

         
         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Elias cried. He snatched his jacket, the knife, and the rest of his clothes. He could not leave here
            without paying; he was not raised in that way. But he couldn’t hand it to De Lacey, who was wild eyed and trembling. Elias
            turned to toss his payment on the bed.
         

         
         Safia shrieked behind him as Felix came running. Elias turned around and she was pointing at him, her finger shaking.

         
         “He has a knife!” De Lacey yelled. “Every word he says sounds like a lie to my ears.”

         
         “The markings!” Safia screamed to Felix, who was sprinting across the house. “He has the markings of curse; the devils of
            word and deed follow him.” Then she descended into a language that Elias didn’t understand, doing gestures of clear protection.
         

         
         Felix had never come into this room.

         
         He did not care to visit patients. It was the first that he had seen Elias, the first Elias had seen of him. Felix was a strong
            man and tall. Not a man Elias could kill and not a man Elias could fight. And more: Elias did not want to. He knew Felix from the warmth in his voice, the rumbles that made Safia giggle. From the shouts of his playing with Agatha
            in the yard and the burr of his reading aloud to his father.
         

         
         Felix’s face was kind, terrified, angry.

         
         Elias chose to run. He ducked under Felix’s arm and pushed past Safia with a hissed apology. She shrank from him, terrified.

         
         “He has a knife! Protect Agatha!” De Lacey shouted.

         
         Elias could laugh now, but he could not yet shout that Agatha would never come to any harm from him. As he rushed into the
            living room, Felix hot on his heels, he saw her there.
         

         
         Doll in hand, looking at him. Unafraid.

         
         “I’m sorry!” Elias said.

         
         “Don’t cry!” Agatha yelled. “Only babies cry.”

         
         She threw her doll at him.

         
         Elias caught it on reflex.

         
         “Get out of our house!” Felix roared. “Give that back.”

         
         “He can have it. I don’t even like that one,” Agatha griped.

         
         Elias ducked Felix’s wild punch and yanked open the door. His heart squeezed hard: by God did Agatha remind him of Gida.

         
         “Thank you. Keep at your reading,” Elias said, running into the night.

         
         “Stop talking to her!” Felix screamed. He shut the door hard.

         
         Elias scampered across the yard. His horse was still there, looking fat from sweet grass and in need of exercise. He leaped
            onto her back, clothes still in hand, and rode until the light from the hospital was far behind him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Freeze

         
         When his horse’s sides were lathered with foam and he could smell water, finally Elias stopped.

         
         It was pitch-black outside and he didn’t have a lantern. He climbed from his horse’s back and walked her slowly to the stream.

         
         After a ride like that, she deserved more than winter-crisp water and no blanket. But he could not offer her more than the
            heat of a fire.
         

         
         Elias put his clothes back on, in this distant safe place, then he gathered as much dry wood as he could find and set it alight.

         
         De Lacey had come in before dinner and his stomach had become used to comfort of the hearth. Elias shoved down his hunger
            and checked his jacket thoroughly. He was missing only the largest knife, tossed back to the floor in panic. But the blue
            book, money, and list of alchemists were as he left them, and Franz’s bounty was still tied to his saddle as it had been when
            he arrived.
         

         
         Elias sat on the cold ground and leaned his back against a tree.

         
         He put his head in his hands. He was better now, stronger than he’d ever been. His head didn’t hurt, his cuts only a little. The feeling of being watched had followed him, and it made the woods feel strange and unwelcome though he’d been among trees for all his life. But even that was small in exchange for his health. 

         
         He knew where he was roughly, and he had enough money to get him wherever he needed to go. His horse was young and friendly;
            she could canter for ages. He didn’t have to wear bandages and Franz’s Christmas clothes nearly let him pass for a gentleman,
            even stiff and reeking as they were. His coat, though it was small, was warm.
         

         
         But Elias had never been alone this long before. He was always surrounded by people who loved him.

         
         In the dark, he felt for Agatha’s doll.

         
         It was a soft thing, with mohair curls and a face of bright yarn.

         
         “Crying is for babies.”

         
         Elias laughed and turned over on his side.

         
         When he woke the next morning, the horse whickering and nibbling at his hair, his tears had turned to frost on his cheeks.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Grief

         
         There weren’t many people from Elias’s town that traveled far from home. The only reason Elias had was when he was taken to
            see physicians for sugar sickness as a child. He’d been to Ingelstad several times with his father in search of aid, but it
            was a doctor from Gaimersheim that found the combination of foods Elias could eat that gave him strength.
         

         
         So Elias understood tall buildings and crowds. He understood the smell of smoke and the salt of bodies, the reek of waste
            and unwashed desperation of the poor without family. People bumping into each other, yelling at each other, selling to each
            other, all in the road.
         

         
         When he was last in Ingelstad, he’d roamed the streets like a ghost, an automaton propelled by pain and rage. The people he
            passed avoided looking at him, like they avoided looking at beggars, and he did not care about it.
         

         
         Now that he was washed and healing, his patchwork face on display, people’s gazes followed him. He was not allowed to enter the fine store to purchase good new clothes until he doled out payment for them on the doorstep. The cobbler demanded a story for Elias’s condition, and it was clear he assumed Elias’s riches were stolen. The barber who trimmed the whiskers growing on his face and sold him a shaving kit asked after Samoa, and it took uncomfortably long for Elias to realize the man thought that he was a soldier home from that ordeal.*

         
         Elias moved the greater share of his fortune into the lining of his coat and put a more reasonable amount in a purse. He put
            his shoulders back and stood taller than he liked, held his hands behind his back at rest—the way the only soldiers he had
            ever known back home did.
         

         
         And with each small change in his behavior, the eyes roved over him less.

         
         His pine tea wasn’t common here so Elias was forced to go out to the woods and gather needles to dry them for grinding. It
            wasn’t the best use of his time, but it was important. He had tried eating only fresh meat before and shuddered to remember
            the ache of his teeth and the illness that swept over him after a few weeks of this.
         

         
         Elias sold his horse in Munich, cut down his supplies from Franz to the essentials, powdered his dry needles and bottled them.
            Then he purchased a new set of knives and commissioned a holster for them. Something new that the tanner did not particularly
            look happy about making for him.
         

         
         “You use knives a lot?” he’d asked, staring dubiously at Elias’s mangled face.

         
         “I was a cook, in another life,” Elias said. “I learned . . . overseas . . . that I am better with knives when it comes to
            hunting.”
         

         
         That a man like this could understand, and the lie of army service slotted in where it was supposed to. The tanner brightened and went into a story about hunting knives while Elias ignored him and thought about what he was doing. 

         
         Justice was a funny thing where he was from. They didn’t have police and courts in their town. They had what was right and
            what was wrong, forgiveness and penance, punishment and retribution.
         

         
         When the baker’s son took liberties with Lyrica and her father cut his face, no one said anything. When Arnie the sneak thief
            turned up to church with broken fingers, everyone still spoke to him kindly. Justice had been served and you move on.
         

         
         Elias’s father had spoken to him of a series of murders in the past, before Elias was born. Where a married man who desired
            another man’s wife had assaulted her and in the struggle took her life unintentionally. The woman’s husband had walked the
            streets in mourning for three days before going to her rapist’s house and strangling his own wife. The town buried the women
            near to each other and the rapist left from shame. The murderer was embraced by the community and had brought flowers to both
            women’s graves every day until he passed.
         

         
         Retribution and penance. Elias’s father made sure to mention that, if the woman had living family, they could have taken this
            man’s life as well and the circuit would have been complete. But, as she was old enough for both parents to have passed and
            had no children, the man sought penance with the labor of flowers.
         

         
         Elias was his family’s only son. They intended with this tale to teach him that women were not a game and their lives should
            not be whims to his desires. It was . . . not exactly a relevant lesson in that regard. But Elias had learned two things.
         

         
         1. That the punishment of stealing a life was a life in exchange.

         
         2. That the act of taking life required penance even when justice had been served.

         
         The tanner was hammering in rivets and holes to sew. He’d gone quiet. Elias shifted on the bench uncomfortably.

         
         “Can you add another loop? Wide as two fingers to the left side.”

         
         The tanner looked up. “It won’t be secure enough for a bowie knife, if that’s what you’re using it for.”

         
         Elias shook his head. He pulled Agatha’s doll from his pocket and held it up. “It’s for her.”

         
         The tanner beamed. “Oh, is that for your girl back home?”

         
         Elias put the doll away. “I don’t know if I will see her again. If I can, the way things are now.”

         
         Misunderstanding him completely, the tanner reached across his work desk and put a hand on Elias’s sleeve.

         
         “It doesn’t matter what you’ve done. When she sees your face, she will look past it and know her papa,” he said, eyes dark
            with compassion.
         

         
         The thought of Gida tore through Elias, sharp and terrible. The tears on her face and the terror in her eyes. Elias just smiled
            tightly and nodded.
         

         
         He paid the tanner and slid his new holster over his shoulders. His knives tucked well in their slots: close to his heart,
            easy to grab, never in the position to fall. The doll fit, too.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Throttle

         
         Victor woke with a start. He twisted around frantically. He was in a round home, dirt floors, thatched roof, facing a fire
            and swaddled in blankets that smelled sharply of fresh wool. Whoever had done this had wrapped him so tight he couldn’t even
            move his arms.
         

         
         “It would perhaps be better to prepare for the weather?”

         
         Victor craned his neck as far as it would go under the circumstances and found a man sitting to his left a little behind him.
            He had windswept brown hair and an unkempt beard and didn’t seem particularly interested in giving Victor eye contact. Instead,
            he was focusing all his attention on knitting a large gray blanket that Victor could smell from where he was sitting.
         

         
         “If I were to travel to such a place as this? I would think so,” the man said. “You are an Englishman?”

         
         A strange question for someone speaking to him in his mother tongue. Victor shook his head. “German.”

         
         The man nodded—like he was pleased he’d guessed right between the two—and continued to knit. Victor turned his head back toward
            the hearth. Then he spotted something to his right that he’d missed.
         

         
         Every item Victor had been wearing save his long underwear had been removed from his body and laid out on the floor to dry. His shirt, pants, and jacket closest to the fire. His money—paper, ingot, and coin—pocket watch, tiepin. His paperwork: letters, identification, the spell notes, and list of locations. Even his boat ticket stub was exposed. A wall of white, robbing him of a shred of privacy. 

         
         Victor just closed his eyes for a moment to process that. Fury, humiliation, and horror fought to take him over, but it was
            despair that settled in his throat, choking him.
         

         
         Would he never cease to be at a disadvantage with these men? Would helplessness be his only friend during these travels?

         
         “Are you Willem Dijkstra?” Victor asked with a sigh.

         
         “I am,” the man said.

         
         Victor glanced back at the spread of his things. “You know why I’m here. Will you help me?”

         
         Willem paused in his craft, still staring out at the fire.

         
         “You are a dangerous man. Why should I, a good man, help a dangerous man?”

         
         He continued to knit.

         
         Victor resented being called that, but he was forced to admit it was true. He didn’t see himself as particularly violent in
            the way that Alain or even someone like Gregor was violent. He wasn’t a bully the way they were bullies. But he had killed.
            Had acted with the intention to kill. Even though Elias survived and the drunk would not have lasted the night.
         

         
         It wasn’t even that Willem had called him a “bad” man, just a dangerous one. But it felt like he had.

         
         “You could convince me,” Willem said contemplatively.

         
         “I could pay you,” Victor replied.
         

         
         Willem laughed, a high-pitched little thing. “I have seen all you could pay with.”

         
         “What is it with alchemists and not just taking money like everyone else?” Victor hissed. “It’s very uncivilized.”

         
         Willem turned to him then, bright eyed and merry. “Men who understand the language of the gods . . . we are not the same but
            similar.”
         

         
         He was missing a few teeth and now that Victor could see him fully, he was surprised by how young he was. Maybe only ten years
            older than himself.
         

         
         “So I can convince you.” Victor snagged that offer. “How can I convince you?”

         
         Willem shrugged. “Tell your story. How you came to be here and if I like what I have heard . . .” He trailed off suggestively.

         
         Victor sighed. He would try to tell this in a way that hopefully didn’t turn him from a guest into a captive.

         
         “I come from a family line of doctors. It is . . . in my heart to create medicine and procedure that transcend our current
            abilities. The institution where I completed my study was not . . . able to assist me in this endeavor so I turned to seek
            out men who can. A book came to my possession that provided answers to some of my questions, and solutions to my struggles.
            During a demonstration, I accidentally bonded myself to a patient and am currently seeking a dissolution to that bond. I need
            guidance on how to do so before there are any permanent damages to either of us.”
         

         
         There. That sounded nice and vague.

         
         Willem made a considering noise and got up. He rustled behind Victor for long frightening seconds before returning to his
            side with a small stool and a bowl of what smelled like a hearty fish stew in his hands.
         

         
         He scooped some of the stew and held the spoon to Victor’s mouth. Confused and more than a little alarmed, Victor ate what
            he was being offered.
         

         
         It was incredible. Much better than all the food he’d had in France. Rich with fat, herbed and salted, fish chunks cooked
            to luscious density, creamy potatoes.
         

         
         Victor couldn’t help but groan in delight as Willem gave him another spoonful. Willem smiled openly, waiting until Victor
            stopped chewing to offer him the spoon again.
         

         
         “What is this man’s name? The one whose life you wasted?” Willem asked conversationally.

         
         The food felt like a stone in Victor’s stomach.

         
         “He . . . Eli—Elias,” Victor admitted.

         
         Willem nodded. He daubed Victor’s face, cleaning it of dribbled broth, then offered him another bite.

         
         Victor turned away from the spoon.

         
         “I can hear your stomach from far away, German man. Eat.”

         
         Victor’s throat was tight, but he didn’t know what to do besides open his mouth again.

         
         “Does this man have family?” Willem asked softly.

         
         “I can’t do this at the same time,” Victor said bitterly.

         
         Willem shrugged, leaning back. “You can.” He seemed to struggle for a moment, to find the right words. “Kindness burns on wicked men, I find” was what he settled on. “I have bread.” 

         
         He tore a piece of sweet brown bread and dipped it in the soup, feeding it to Victor slowly. Victor sat there in his blanket
            prison and struggled not to burst into tears.
         

         
         “He . . . He has sisters and parents,” Victor managed. “They live together.”

         
         Willem nodded. “They love him, surely.” He murmured almost to himself, “And he does not love you, I can tell. Angry at you.”

         
         “He doesn’t know me,” Victor admitted. Why was it so easy to confess that to this man?
         

         
         Willem made a sad sound. “Is he a stranger, or have you seen his smile? Heard the way he laughs, broken bread with him?”

         
         Victor didn’t know how to answer that. Technically he had done all those things with Elias, but he could tell that Willem
            didn’t mean it in this way. He meant, Did Victor know him well enough for it to be meaningful for his betrayal to have weight?

         
         Willem had paused in feeding to watch Victor think about this question. His brown eyes were owlish and strange, very deep.
            He was younger than Victor had thought when he first saw him. Maybe only a few years older than he was.
         

         
         “I . . . ,” Victor started, and then words left him. He swallowed hard. “What kind of alchemist are you?” he asked instead.

         
         To his surprise, Willem didn’t insist upon his question being answered first.

         
         “Currents. Air, water, and electricity. Everything has vibrations, waves, and paths. There is a path here and here.” He gestured with the spoon to Victor’s chest and his stomach. “This . . . Elias . . . is pulling you like a fast current against the wall of a dike. You need a controlled leak or you’ll come spilling out all at once.” 

         
         Victor thought frantically. “So, you’re saying that you can widen the stream between us so it flows steady and slow instead
            of coming in fits and starts than all at once?”
         

         
         Willem shrugged. He dipped the bread in the soup and held it up to Victor’s mouth.

         
         When they finished the stew and bread, Willem disappeared behind him and came back with a wooden comb. He smoothed a hand
            over Victor’s head to test its wetness and began to gently comb through Victor’s curls.
         

         
         No one had done this to Victor since he was a child. The feeling of Willem’s hands on the edges of his ears and the nape of
            his neck made him shiver. Made him lean his head forward to seek touch. It made him miss his mother with a horrible ache deep
            in his bones.
         

         
         “I didn’t know him well enough to break bread with him,” Victor admitted. “But he didn’t wrong me in any real way that deserved . . .
            that deserved . . . He was going to die anyway. He had the sugar sickness.”
         

         
         “So you stole from God,” Willem murmured, sweeping a hand over Victor’s forehead. His fingers were so soft, completely unlike what Victor had imagined they’d be like.
         

         
         “I . . .” Victor was at a loss for words again. He hadn’t thought about it in that way. The contrast between Willem’s gentle
            care and the conversation they were having made him feel dizzy and vulnerable.
         

         
         Willem finished combing his hair, then came back with some kind of oil on his hands and smoothed it in. Pressing his fingertips into Victor’s scalp. 

         
         “He must be so angry and sad for what he lost. He must be so afraid,” Willem continued. “Would you be afraid if you met yourself?”

         
         “Please stop,” Victor whispered.

         
         Willem hummed again, in that way Victor was starting to understand meant that Willem had learned something Victor hadn’t intended
            to share. He didn’t stop massaging, digging his thumbs into the aching knots at the base of Victor’s neck, pressing until
            they unraveled. The tension from stress and riding bled from him, left him weak and shaking.
         

         
         “Even now, he is probably roaming. Searching for you: your soul cries out to him like a beacon.” Willem paused. “Right now,
            are you thinking of how to outrun him?”
         

         
         Victor wasn’t. He was stuck on stealing from God and whether he would be afraid of himself.

         
         “No. I’m thinking about what he might be doing right now. Where he is,” Victor admitted.

         
         Willem leaned around the chair so Victor could see his smile. “That is a good thing!” He patted Victor’s blanketed knee, then
            sat down beside him and picked up his knitting.
         

         
         “You will stay there tonight, I think,” Willem declared. “Tomorrow, we will talk and then I will fix your heart.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Free

         
         Victor sat in his chair, wrapped up tight for the rest of the night. He tested his arms and legs to wriggle out, but he couldn’t
            even shift them from side to side. Resigned, he sat there quietly as Willem ate his own dinner, then cleaned up Victor’s dry
            things from the floor, stacking and folding them to be ready for him. Willem swept the ashes from the fireplace, did what
            sounded like dishes and his nightly routine, and then went deeper into the house to sleep.
         

         
         He left Victor in the dark.

         
         Somehow it felt more like abandonment than if Victor had woken up tied and left to starve. He could still feel the ghosts
            of Willem’s hands on his neck and shoulders.
         

         
         Victor let fall the tears he had been holding in all evening. He felt overwhelmed, guilty, and hurt. Terrified.

         
         He wished he could run back to France and demand what had been demanded of him by Alain. He wished he could see how that cruel
            man dealt with Willem’s gentle pointed questions. Whether these tears were a weakness unique to him or if Willem was to blame.
            What things would Willem say that could make Alain hang his head like this, full of shame?
         

         
         Did Alain have things in his past that would make him feel the way Victor did now?

         
         Victor wanted to scream that he was sorry, but who could hear him that mattered? What would his feelings of remorse do in
            the face of the finality of his actions? Was he actually sorry, or was he just scared and disappointed? A cry for forgiveness
            and a cry for mercy are two different things.
         

         
         Thinking about this at all made his head hurt, pound to the beat of his heart, and there was terror at that, too.

         
         He wept and grit his teeth in alternation late into the night until sleep took him, again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            The Netherlands

         
         Victor woke to Willem unwrapping him. His first instinct was to kick himself free and flee. But he hadn’t noticed how tall
            and large Willem was until now. Like many men from this country, he towered over Victor. Victor just hadn’t seen this because
            the previous night, Willem had been either seated or behind him.
         

         
         Also, Willem had another bowl nearby of steaming grain with berries and a generous dollop of honey. Victor ached, remembering
            Willem’s hands in his hair, and stayed still. Stayed obedient.
         

         
         Willem unwrapped Victor’s arms and placed the bowl in his lap.

         
         “So,” he started. “Your horse is fed and has had enough to drink.”

         
         “Thank you.” Victor’s voice was rough; he cleared his throat.

         
         Willem hummed and reached down beyond where Victor could see and produced a wet cloth.

         
         He daubed Victor’s neck and around his collar, swiping up around his face. He was nearly finished before Victor realized: Willem was cleaning the tracks left from his tears. He looked up at Willem’s face, humiliated. But he found nothing there that looked like judgment. Just the sort of mild determination his mother had on her face when she wiped jam from his cheeks as a boy. 

         
         What a strange man.

         
         When he finished, Willem and Victor ate their breakfast, and Willem brought Victor a brown shift not unlike what he was wearing.

         
         “You’ll need this. You can have your city clothes back, but they cannot be worn where we are going. Or for what we are doing.”

         
         Willem moved to unwrap Victor’s legs, but paused.

         
         “I do not think you will. But you are a dangerous man and I am a good one.” He patted Victor’s knee. “If you move against
            me, I will tear the hole in your heart open so wide and send your bones back to Elizabeth.”
         

         
         Victor jerked as if he’d been slapped. Her name sounded so strange in Willem’s mouth, a childhood love thrown into the grotesquerie
            of this space. What a cruel way that Willem had chosen to remind Victor he had been through his things.
         

         
         “Do we understand each other, Dark Alchemist?” Willem said, sitting back. He looked exhausted and a bit insulted for even
            having to give this warning.
         

         
         “We understand each other,” Victor said. “Thank you for . . . everything.”

         
         Willem shrugged. “Dress and come with me.”

         
         Victor stretched, cracking his joints, and pulled the shift over his head. The garment was far too big for him, swamping his
            form like a monk’s habit.
         

         
         He found Willem outside, feeding his geese.

         
         “If you live, changing your relationship with animals would be a good start?” Willem remarked.

         
         Victor was forced to remember with a wave of shame the cats and rats he’d killed. Everything this man said felt like violence.

         
         He followed Willem for nearly a mile into the windswept country. Until there were no more trees except in the distance and
            the scent of water shifted from fog to swamp.
         

         
         Their walk had been silent, and Victor could tell that Willem was taking short steps, walking slower to accommodate for him.

         
         All things Willem did made Victor hate himself more and more. He could feel that hatred twisting into hatred for Willem, but
            whenever his thoughts ran that way, somehow Willem knew and would look down at him over his shoulder with a gaze of such incredible
            pity that it quieted the voices in him and made Victor feel so very small.
         

         
         By the time they reached where they were going, the clouds were dark gray. Willem looked up at the sky and made a contemplative
            sound.
         

         
         “Here, perhaps,” he said to himself, and stopped walking.

         
         Victor looked around, but there was nothing. Just grass and clouds and mountains in the distance.

         
         Willem turned to him, bearing down on him, tall and imposing.

         
         “Would you be afraid of yourself if you met yourself?” he asked again. The question Victor had failed to reply to.

         
         “Yes,” Victor admitted, and hoped it was the right answer.

         
         Willem shrugged. “The man you are becoming now would want to become more dangerous to protect himself from that. But strong
            men meet even stronger men. Always.”
         

         
         Victor hung his head.

         
         He startled when Willem’s hand landed on his curls, firm but resolute. Like a priest giving a blessing.

         
         “This man you stole from God. He will be strong,” Willem said like it was just a meaningless observation.

         
         “How do I defeat him?” Victor begged, swaying toward Willem helplessly, lost in the depth of his eyes and the warmth of his
            palm.
         

         
         “Why would you want to?” Willem replied mercilessly.

         
         Tears sprung to Victor’s eyes. “I don’t want to die!”

         
         Willem’s hand slipped from the top of Victor’s head to his cheek, wiping away Victor’s weakness, tender as a lover.

         
         “In some ways, my friend, you are already dead.”

         
         Victor sobbed, open and harsh, his cry swallowed by the whipping wind.

         
         Willem smiled. “Come. Lie down in the spring.”

         
         Victor hadn’t noticed; his feet were so wet and cold already. But running beside them—too shallow to reach the top of their
            toes—was a spring.
         

         
         A current for the alchemist of currents.

         
         Victor allowed the frigid water to soak into these borrowed clothes. Allowed it to run down his spine, leak into his hair.
            Allowed the small rocks to cut into his back and arms and legs.
         

         
         Willem crouched the way men in this region do, with their feet flat on the ground, then pulled Victor’s arm up, checking that
            the tips of his fingers were higher than the top of Willem’s head.
         

         
         “Crying for yourself.” He giggled, immune to Victor’s pain. “Perhaps when you meet Brogan you will have learned how to cry
            for Elias, too.”
         

         
         Victor covered his face with the hand that Willem wasn’t holding. He didn’t want to be seen. He wanted to sink into the ground.

         
         Willem hummed and let go of Victor’s arm. Then he turned his face up to the sky and stopped moving entirely.

         
         It was eerie enough to stop Victor’s crying. He hadn’t noticed how much Willem moved until he was stock-still, like a statue.

         
         Victor watched as Willem’s hair began to rise in strands around his head. He looked ridiculous.

         
         “What—?” Victor started, then realized his hair was doing the same.

         
         Understanding what was happening in a rush of terror, Victor began to put his arm down, but it was too late.

         
         Lightning tore from the sky, illuminating the field. A current for the alchemist of currents, Victor’s mind supplied again as his body received it and arched in agony.
         

         
         Willem looked powerful as he reached over Victor’s chest, hand clad in a black glove, yanked his shirt open, and sealed his
            palm over Victor’s heart the instant the light of the bolt faded.
         

         
         Willem gritted his teeth and, with a wild cry of effort, pulled his hand up until his palm was lifted. All five of his fingers
            pursed, still touching Victor’s flesh. Then, like it was taking all his strength, Willem spread his fingertips.
         

         
         Victor screamed. It hurt like nothing he’d ever experienced before, including getting hit by that lightning. His entire skeleton
            was still vibrating from the electricity, but his chest felt like Willem had stabbed a morning star into his center and spun
            the handle around.
         

         
         Willem grasped his own wrist and, using the strength of his other arm, tore his hand away from Victor, then dug his fingers deep into the ground. A deep thump rattled the ground, pulsing outward from where they lay like an explosion. 

         
         Victor couldn’t breathe for gasping and sobbing. His skin felt sunburned; he could smell the singed fabric of his robe and
            the acrid smoke from his hair.
         

         
         Willem was panting beside him. Taking a moment to come back to himself. He rubbed his hands together, opening and closing
            the one that had hurt Victor so much to stretch it out.
         

         
         Then he lay back onto the grass with a sigh.

         
         “It is done,” he said over Victor’s whimpers. “Did you think this would be painless?”

         
         He looked over and let out an exhausted chuckle. “It seems you kept your hair! Most of it. Be thankful.”

         
         Victor couldn’t care about his hair. He could barely move, much less reach up to check how much of it was left.

         
         Willem climbed to his feet and stretched again. Then he reached down and did something unthinkable. He scooped Victor up.

         
         He placed Victor on his own back, secured Victor’s arms around his neck and looped his own arms beneath Victor’s thighs.

         
         Victor sobbed into Willem’s neck. He cried for himself. He cried because his entire body hurt and he was too weak to walk. He cried because he’d had to do this in the first place. He cried because he knew it was his fault, and there was no easy way to fix his mistakes. He cried because he was embarrassed. Embarrassed to be fed, fussed over, carried, embarrassed to be himself in front of this kind man. Cried because he wished that he could have met Willem in some other way, before he did this terrible thing that made someone kind enough to carry him have to threaten his life. He cried because he had never felt more like a child or more lost and helpless, and he cried because
            he still had more places to go.
         

         
         Willem walked him all the way back to his home. He didn’t say anything about Victor’s tears, even when he stopped crying and
            just hid his face in silence. Willem whistled to himself, as though Victor wasn’t even there, and even that was a kindness
            that made Victor’s eyes hot and wet.
         

         
         He gave Victor the privacy to put himself to rights when they got inside. Let him dress himself and pack away his things and
            smooth his hair down until it looked proper again.
         

         
         He fed Victor’s horse an apple and helped him onto her back.

         
         “Here. It should keep your clothes dry.” Willem draped a waxed cape over Victor’s shoulders, tying it beneath his chin like
            his mother had when he was a boy. Another gift that Victor didn’t deserve, given freely without effort or expectation.
         

         
         “If I live, can I come back here?” Victor asked. Begged. His heart felt raw and new, like Willem had scrubbed it with sand
            and rinsed it in the river.
         

         
         Willem looked at him hard, then shook his head.

         
         “You may come back for dinner, perhaps,” Willem said softly. “But you can never be allowed to learn the things that I know.”

         
         Victor looked back at Willem’s house as it got smaller and smaller. He couldn’t look away. Kept his gaze on the place until
            the road turned and he couldn’t see it anymore.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Heartache

         
         Willem didn’t go into detail about what he’d done to Victor, and Victor was certain he wouldn’t be able to replicate it, even
            though he’d witnessed it done. But he could feel that something had changed.
         

         
         The waves were rough between England and the Netherlands. Victor dragged his body onto the boat and sat in his bunk like the
            dead, only moving to eat when food was handed to him.
         

         
         His headaches and nausea that came and went in waves had tapered to a steady ache in the top of his spine and mild stomach
            upset. Both of which he could almost ignore if sufficiently distracted.
         

         
         So, all in all, it was worth it to have visited Willem. But.

         
         He’d seen his skin while getting dressed and the spiderwebbed scars that radiated out from his core. He’d never be able to
            take off his shirt in front of another without having to explain them.
         

         
         Victor was peeling from exposure, and he’d have to get a haircut before meeting with Bradley King to sort out the lightning-damaged,
            singed bits. And that was just the surface.
         

         
         Inside he felt . . .

         
         It was like there was a cavern inside him where there should be warmth. Like there always had been, but he just didn’t know.
            And Willem had been the first to open Victor’s chest, light a candle, and look around.
         

         
         It was a terrible thing to be judged and found wanting.

         
         Victor fantasized about an alternate reality in which he’d never let Gregor’s goading get the best of him. Where he kept his
            head down, graduated, met Fitz at the pub and been connected with Willem that way.
         

         
         He would have come by train instead of ship and been welcomed into Willem’s home under the recommendation of a respected friend.
            Could have tended the geese without Willem fearing for their lives. Could have learned to knit, learned about Willem’s currents.
         

         
         Had long nights beside him in front of the fire, talking and inventing together.

         
         He would feel Willem’s hands on his back or in his hair or at his feet and not worry about whether he deserved it.

         
         He would not be as he is now. Wretched and damaged, cold, and shivering, at the bottom of a boat.

         
         And even in the deepest contemplation of his pain, he could still hear Willem’s words. Flavored with laughter and the air
            of inevitability: Crying for yourself. Perhaps . . . you will have learned how to cry for Elias, too.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fade

         
         Victor put himself to rights in England. Cut his hair as short as propriety would allow, traded his waterlogged clothes for
            English wool suiting. Sent letters to his family with his location, assuring them of his well-being and informing them that
            future mail for him could be sent to this address.
         

         
         He picked a hotel with running water, at incredible expense, and stayed for two days, preparing to go back out into the world
            again. Victor needed to remind himself of who he was.
         

         
         He drank good wine and ate beef pies, neither as bright and flavorful as Willem’s hearty stew. Took long hours in the bath
            soaking his skin, healed it with balms. Lying in rapidly cooling water with his eyes closed. Getting used to the steady ache
            in his chest.
         

         
         In the daytime, he looked at his body in the mirror. It had been almost a month and he could already see changes. The muscle
            he’d put on from his crimes in the night had begun to whittle down.
         

         
         His arms looked soft; his hands were rougher than they’d been when he’d had them immersed in soft water and disinfectants.

         
         He was paler than he should be, weaker than he’d ever been.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Somme

         
         Trains were louder and taller than Elias could ever have dreamed. They reminded him of when he first stood next to a horse
            as a child, staring up miles of leg into a dark face that snorted at him in pillars of steam.
         

         
         He had been told when he had to transfer and given the appropriate tickets. He could not sleep the entire time he was riding
            so he could listen for the shout of the station name. He could not pull information from the signs as they passed by.
         

         
         Inside the train was like many rich men’s couches all in rows: high-backed booths facing each other, plush red cotton, and
            gleaming golden wood. Men, women, and children, all strangers to each other, crammed together.
         

         
         People in cities knew how to avoid each other’s gaze in a way that Elias struggled with. He kept accidentally lingering on
            faces and receiving either looks of contempt or the confusion of seeking recognition. So Elias sat, with Franz’s bag on his
            lap, as close as he could to the train doors and kept his eyes closed.
         

         
         The ride was long. He had time to think.

         
         Elias did not know Victor’s family. How it was shaped. If he had siblings or grandparents. But he felt the loss of his own
            like a hole torn in his side and knew Victor must be made to match.
         

         
         Elias would never be able to go home.

         
         He was the man who killed for desire and the man who killed for justice all in one. Exile and life exchange and penance. His
            hands shook at the thought of righteous blood, and he clenched them tight to stop it.
         

         
         Even if he turned around now and got on a train back home, bought a horse, and rode it to his village. The people he knew
            would look on him in recognition and it would damn them.
         

         
         They lived now soothed with the knowledge that they had driven a dangerous creature from their midst. His return would haunt
            them with the revelation that they had failed an innocent. Wronged him deeply.
         

         
         The cycle would begin. He would be owed retribution; people would fear his revenge. Even if he pushed that away and tried
            to reintegrate, their guilt would shift to resentment and resentment to suspicion and finally to hatred until justice was
            settled. Or he was removed again completely.
         

         
         And what justice could he mete out against a whole community to satisfy them? What penance could he accept with grief in his
            heart at receiving it?
         

         
         Elias could not bear the thought of the pain his return would bring to his family. Yes, they might cry with joy at his return
            at first, but the memories of their shouting at him and terror would stalk their nights and days. He could not close his eyes
            without seeing his sisters shrieking and his mother turning to hide her face in his father’s chest.
         

         
         Would they wake screaming in the night at dreams of whatever he looked like on their doorstep?

         
         Would he remind them too much of the sight and be unable to dry their tears?

         
         Elias was still Margarite’s child, cast to drift in the sea. Charged with a holy mission, hands soaked in the blood of man.
            The butcher she raised on milk and meat, the cub she cuddled on cold nights.
         

         
         But now, he was no one’s son. Victor had slaughtered the connection between him and the only home he’d ever known. All he
            had now was a doll that did not even truly belong to who it reminded him of.
         

         
         Elias wasn’t sure what sort of man he would be when Victor’s house was finally hollow as a gourd. When the wind whistled through
            his windows as the stench of rot sank into the linens and carpets.
         

         
         How he passed through its gate. How he would walk the earth, after.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Brut

         
         There was only one hospital in Geneva.* It was old and large and easy to find.
         

         
         Elias stopped to refill his water canister, then walked straight there. He still felt pangs of hunger and exhaustion when
            appropriate, but he’d never felt so strong before. He knew now that it was a part of the curse of whatever Victor had done,
            but he wasn’t sure how it worked.
         

         
         He had never been able to go so long without eating and never been able to walk these far distances. Though he still had not
            yet looked in a mirror, he could see his hands and arms filling out with muscle. Flesh he did not have even before Victor
            walked into his tavern.
         

         
         He was by no means a hale man. But he looked . . . perhaps like a hale man who had experienced suffering more than a waif
            who had never before known health.
         

         
         It did not excite him. There was a wrongness to the feeling. Though it gave him strength for his terrible purpose.

         
         The nursemaids at this hospital were very busy. The cold here had lodged itself in the chests of children and the elderly. Elias could hear their coughing and wheezing from the entrance where he stood. 

         
         They did not have time for Elias standing before them without a bleeding wound or illness, and they did not have time to be
            careful.
         

         
         They divulged Alphonse Frankenstein’s address immediately—glad to have pushed a patient elsewhere in the midst of their crisis.
            Warning him that the doctor required payment considerably higher than most could afford.
         

         
         This was fine.

         
         Elias, remembering the address, ducked into a tavern to eat his share of meat and inquire about walking directions.

         
         The people of Geneva did not stare at him as much as they did in Munich. There were many old soldiers here, and for that Elias
            was grateful. Anxiety tried its best to push itself to his heart, but he quelled it with anger. He reminded himself that,
            though he was far from home and surrounded by strangers, he was grown and expected to carve his own way.
         

         
         Victor, he reminded himself, was a shade between man and boy. Old enough, perhaps, to court Elias—as their differing stature
            would even out after a single year of handfasting. But young enough for other men to see he was not yet fully blooded, and
            create struggles for him if they desired to.
         

         
         He still had the fat on his cheeks that Elias had lost three years past and shoulders slender. He did not look like he could grow a mustache, much less a beard, though he dressed like a man leagues above Elias’s station. 

         
         He was also very beautiful, if one looked away from his dead eyes.

         
         Elias pettily hoped Victor was having many inconveniences on his travels. Imagined with glee him falling into a ditch and
            breaking his leg or drowning in the sea.
         

         
         But that thought didn’t last for long. It wasn’t in Elias’s nature to find joy in others’ pain.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Reeds

         
         The house where Victor grew up looked hauntingly similar to Elias’s own. It was just bigger and had more animals. The land
            was fenced around to keep them in and also to mark their territory.
         

         
         Elias had only ever been able to associate Victor with the plaster and steel of the city. The severity of a sea of black clothes
            pressed sharp. Cologne that burned the nose. Clinical and orderly, cramped and dull.
         

         
         It suited him.

         
         This place, however, spoke of a childhood in the sunshine. Chores while the wind blew your cheeks pink. Grass and mud beneath
            soft boots instead of cobblestones.
         

         
         Elias frowned. He shifted in his tree perch and pulled his scarf tighter around himself.

         
         The Frankensteins must own a good deal of land. The other houses in this area were close together, but this one was apart.
            They had only one neighbor, and even still, they lived far away enough that it might be hard to hear a commotion.
         

         
         Through the window, he could see a woman or girl, close in age to Victor, with blond ringlets. She was laughing behind the glass. An older man, likely Alphonse himself, passed the window with a mug in his hand. An even older man came out of the sheepcote and went inside the house. A small brown head of hair bopped along the bottom of the windowpane. A child. 

         
         Elias wanted to howl. Wanted to punch something. He had not intended to become a killer of children. Not for this. But if
            he left the child alive, it would be trapped in a hall of bodies, rotting and alone. He could not carry the child to another
            house and risk rousing alarm and the authorities. He could not let the child out to run to safety. It was too cold, had just
            gotten dark, and the mountainside was steep.
         

         
         Elias pushed his forehead against the tree until it hurt. He lost faith. Despair flooded him like a wave until he rocked in
            place and keened, his noises whipping into the early night, torn apart by the wind.
         

         
         Tears freezing his face, he climbed higher until he could see the edge of the mountain. He took the doll from inside his coat
            and kissed its fabric face.
         

         
         “Unser himmlischer Vater, ich weiß, dass ich ein Sünder bin und dass ich so viele Dinge gegen Deinen Willen getan habe. Es
            tut mir sehr leid und ich bitte Dich um Vergebung.
         

         
         “Herr Gott, bitte sieh meine Sünden und Fehler mit einem barmherzigen Auge an und vergib mir. Du bist ein vollkommener Gott und ich wollte Dich mit meinen Übertretungen nicht verletzen. Vater, hilf mir, mein Verhalten zu ändern und in Deinen Schoß zurückzukehren. Ich werde mich bemühen, nicht mehr in Versuchung zu geraten.”* 

         
         Then he closed his eyes and let go of the branches.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Glory

         
         Elias was pulled awake with the same unnatural jerk as before. He gasped like a fish, face cold and wet against the ground.

         
         He lifted his cheek from the stickiness with confusion. He could taste his own blood, but it was saltier than before. His
            blood tended toward sweetness at the best of times, but this was like the sea.
         

         
         Elias struggled to sit, then vertigo hit him in a wave and he leaned back over to throw up. He reached to his head and felt
            where it ached. The skin was very tender but it wasn’t bleeding.
         

         
         He stared at the blood as his hand roved his body, searching for the origin point. His shoulder hurt quite a bit but with
            an ache like the injury had happened weeks ago.
         

         
         After ages of running his hands over his body, his veins chilled to ice, Elias reached, shaking, into the mess beneath him
            and picked up a bit of bone. A chip, curved like his skull.
         

         
         He lifted the piece and, with a wave of horror, fit the fragment into the crescent that hurt. The raw skin was already closed
            and healing.
         

         
         His eyes found the treetop, twenty hands above the ground.

         
         Ah, then.

         
         He could not die.

         
         He could not escape this as any of God’s creatures could.

         
         Victor had taken even that from him.

         
         Elias let himself fall back into the mess of his blood, brains, and vomit. His throat was fully healed, but still he screamed
            silent.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Yarn

         
         Elias removed his shoes in the winter air and pried the windows open with his blade.

         
         The floors were stone and did not creak.

         
         Elias stood for a moment and breathed, hearing the sound of sleep. It was not close to morning but deep into the night. Too
            early for feeding animals and too late for reading.
         

         
         He killed the boy first. Placed the tip of the blade against the side of his neck. Elias covered his face from the eyes of
            God with one hand as he worked.
         

         
         He could not save this for last. Knew if he saved this child for last he might lose heart and run from this place. Leaving
            him to wake in a grave. He could do many things, but he could not . . . he could not . . . He would not bear that.
         

         
         The blond girl slept curled up in a ball. Her throat guarded by her position. Elias bit his lip and changed blades. This one
            slender. Fit well at the base of her skull. His father slaughtered cows this way because he loved them so much he did not
            want them to feel pain.
         

         
         He stood before Alphonse’s marriage bed and looked upon him, weighing his loss to the region. He cost more than was reasonable,
            the nurses had said. Be prepared to pay.
         

         
         He looked like Victor; his wife did, too. They lay tangled, spooned, like newlyweds. Elias plunged his wet knife through their ears one at a time. A quick brain death so they wouldn’t risk waking the other with screams through a ruined throat. He did not know if he could slice them both at once. He hadn’t trained for that. 

         
         Elias walked like a ghost through the empty house and out back to where their manservant lived. The light was on in his single
            room house. Oh, how Elias’s heart howled at the misfortune of finding someone awake. That he could not do this with grace.
            He wished he were dead; he wished he were dead.
         

         
         Elias took an exhausted breath, then yanked the door open. The man looked up at him, startled, opened his mouth to speak.

         
         Elias was quicker. Sent his dagger flying directly into the man’s stomach, then rushed him as he shouted in distracted agony.
            “Why?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” Elias drew his sharpest blade and slit his throat as clean as the boy’s.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ice

         
         He closed the door to Victor’s family home and locked it with stolen keys.

         
         The sky was purple, but morning was still far from now.

         
         He pressed his forehead against the wood and let out a shuddering breath.

         
         The chickens were squawking, happy and confused at their early dinner, and the sheep were ducking in and out of the sheepcote
            curiously.
         

         
         He didn’t know how long it would take someone to notice what had happened at this house. But God forbid it be longer than
            a day. Lambs and chicks didn’t deserve to go hungry just because of this.
         

         
         Elias had tried his best. Did what his mother would have wanted him to do.

         
         Laid them in their beds on their backs, arms gently crossed, sheets neatly pressed around them to preserve their modesty.
            Cleaned the blood where there had been some.
         

         
         Placed the body of their manservant in the same way, though he had been reading in a chair when he and Elias met.

         
         Prayed over them, all. Individually and together.

         
         Threw water on the embers of their hearth so the fire didn’t set the house alight. Blew out their lanterns.

         
         Left their money, ingot, and gems safely tucked in boxes.

         
         Locked their house.

         
         Buried the keys under the tree.

         
         Buried Margarite’s boy under the tree.

         
         Buried his eyes that looked like prey.

         
         Buried.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Maple

         
         Wearing Alphonse’s coat, face and body washed of blood in Alphonse’s home, Elias walked back into town and checked himself
            into an inn.
         

         
         He sat down on his borrowed bed, sleepless until sunrise. In this quiet private space, still he felt as though he were being
            watched.
         

         
         So fresh from retribution, he had nothing to say.

         
         When the sun from the window hit his face, he blinked and came alive again. Stood up, joints creaking from a few hours of
            disuse, and began to strip.
         

         
         This room had a mirror. It was small and oval, tacked against the wall above the bathing tub and ringed with painted holly.
            Elias closed his eyes hard, then stepped before it.
         

         
         He looked.

         
         Hm.

         
         The scars from his burns had well faded, but the blade paths and dots from the needle were hard dimpled lines. They ringed
            his eyes, nose, and mouth, bisected his cheeks beneath his cheekbones, and carved the line of his jaw. The path went down
            his chest and over his belly to his groin. Each limb was circled like the joining parts of a wooden doll.
         

         
         Wounds given to him before the night he woke seemed to heal at double the speed of normal wounds but ten times the speed Elias was used to. He was usually a slow healer, worse than the rest of his family—he paid close attention to such things. 

         
         But it appeared that wounds sustained to him after the curse disappeared even quicker than that. He knew his hands should
            be callused after days of riding and over a week without the fatty soaps and oils he normally used. But his palms were as
            soft as they had ever been.
         

         
         Elias skated a touch across where his skull should be split. There was nothing but warm flesh and hair. It chilled him, made
            him shake and grip the wall.
         

         
         Was he human anymore? He didn’t feel like it.

         
         It was vain, but Elias also missed his face. He had been told often of his sad smile and doe eyes. He missed the way women’s
            and young men’s gazes would soften when he turned to them.
         

         
         But now, he looked so hard. Elias understood now why people were so ready to believe he was a soldier.
         

         
         What a waste to cry for beauty when there was still blood beneath his nails. But Elias did.

         
         Then he dressed again, drank his pine tea, ate eggs and mutton downstairs, and headed off to buy his ticket to France.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Flush

         
         Languages were something that came easily to Elias, when the opportunities to learn presented themselves. He knew a few words
            of Spanish, how to introduce himself in French, the conjugation of love in Italian, and a decent amount of Danish after a
            fur trader wintered in their town.
         

         
         But he didn’t know enough for this . . . complicated mission. His main objective was to meet Victor, force him to release
            him from these foul magics, and then slaughter him as slowly and painfully as his patience would allow. His secondary objective
            was to make certain that anyone Victor met or would meet had a full understanding of his sins so he could not lie to get the
            help he was seeking.
         

         
         Victor obviously was untruthful and cowardly at heart. Elias did not put it past him to spin a tale that put Elias in the
            wrong and himself in a good light.
         

         
         Also, the places where Victor was headed were speckled across the continent: a true singular path would be difficult to determine.
            Elias might arrive at locations long after Victor had left them, and he must have a plan for that as well.
         

         
         But Elias could, with consideration, make a few conjectures. First, he knew that Victor would go to Russia last. It was the farthest away, and the weather was uncomfortable in winter. France was the closest, and Italy and Greece were just beneath it. The boat ride from Italy to Ireland, Scotland, and England would be the longest distance on sea they would need to take. The boat ride from England to the Netherlands would be only a few days, then he could head to Russia on land by way of Sweden. 

         
         Victor could perhaps also head up to the Netherlands first if he would be traveling through Germany, but Elias didn’t think
            a coward running from justice would travel that way. It was much more likely he would escape immediately to France.
         

         
         However, it didn’t matter how well Elias guessed Victor’s path: The fact still remained that he had a list of places, not
            a road map to him directly. It wasn’t unlikely that he might arrive at certain locations before Victor did. It would be easier
            to encounter people who had met Victor first—undoubtedly Victor’s natural wickedness and agitating personality would provide
            a smooth introduction for them to receive Elias with mercy and understanding. But if Elias caught an alchemist unexpected
            because he’d simply chosen the wrong destination and outpaced Victor on his path . . . there might be difficulties. It could
            be dangerous.
         

         
         Elias leaned his head against the window and looked out at the grass and hills going past. His booth on this train was empty.
            Most people were heading to Switzerland from France for this season, not away from it, and he was glad for the peace. He didn’t
            feel much like being pressed against another body right now.
         

         
         He did need people, though. Besides for comforting the gnawing loneliness, he needed translators.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Hold

         
         “Es gibt einen Jungen, der an deine Tür kommen wird. Sein Haar ist gelb und er wird nervös sein. Sein Name ist Victor Frankenstein
            und er wird dich um Hilfe bitten. Er ist ein Flüchtling vor der Justiz, der von den Magiern unseres gemeinsamen Landes verbannt
            wurde. Er hat mich zu einem Sklaven gemacht und den Willen Gottes verraten.”
         

         
         “Il y a un garçon qui va venir à votre porte. Ses cheveux sont jaunes et il sera nerveux. Il s’appelle Victor Frankenstein
            et il vous demandera de l’aide. C’est un fugitif de la justice, exilé par les magiciens de notre pays commun. Il a fait de
            moi un esclave et a trahi la volonté de Dieu.”
         

         
         “C’è un bambino che verrà alla vostra porta. I suoi capelli sono gialli e sarà nervoso. Si chiama Victor Frankenstein e chiederà
            il vostro aiuto. È un fuggitivo dalla giustizia, esiliato dai maghi del nostro paese comune. Mi ha reso schiavo e ha tradito
            la volontà di Dio.”
         

         
         “There is a boy who will come to your door. His hair is yellow and he will be nervous. His name is Victor Frankenstein and he will ask for your help. He is a fugitive from justice, exiled by the magicians of our shared country. He has made me a slave and betrayed the will of God.” 

         
         Elias repeated these words like a song. Courted the rhythm of consonants until they matched his walk. If the men he met did
            not speak German, this was enough. After, he could show them his back and show them the book and leave.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Alain

         
         Alain’s house sat like a chalk mark in a field of black. It radiated hatefulness in a way that set Elias’s teeth on edge,
            and he could smell the gore in the soil from where he stood. He knew that blood helped with farming, had mixed it with water
            and drenched the ground himself, but this was something more. It was too much.
         

         
         Elias touched the soft envelope on his left side, and felt for his knives on his right. Brushed his fingertips through the
            doll’s hair. His heart raced.
         

         
         He walked up the path, soles burning from the heat of the ground, climbed the white painted porch and knocked.

         
         It was a full three minutes time before the door opened.

         
         Alain Cloutier filled the frame of it, staring down at him in silence.

         
         He was an incredibly strong man. Elias immediately could tell his grip would be iron. He was finely dressed, if a bit disheveled,
            and very handsome though he was not young. His blond hair was shot through with gray. His chiseled face was dusted in arterial
            spray.
         

         
         Elias’s eyes trailed down his body to his arms, hands, gloved and coated with blood.

         
         Then he looked back up into Alain’s dead eyes. Eyes like Victor’s.

         
         “Il y a un garçon qui va venir à votre porte—” he started, but Alain interrupted him. In German.

         
         “He has been here already.”

         
         Without any warning at all, Alain swiftly grabbed the side of Elias’s head. He turned his face, scrutinizing the cuts closely.
            His breath smelled like violets beyond the reek of iron, and Elias closed his eyes.
         

         
         Alain tilted Elias’s jaw up roughly, and Elias bent to his will like a willow. Allowing the thick fingers to wedge themselves
            between his throat and shirt collar to check the scars running beneath.
         

         
         “It has been twenty days. They heal fast,” Elias murmured.

         
         Alain let out a shaky sigh. He put both hands to Elias’s cheeks and pushed their foreheads together, smearing Elias’s face
            in stranger’s blood.
         

         
         “This should never have happened to you,” Alain whispered.

         
         And oh, Elias had not been touched with intention in so very long that he let him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Gift

         
         Alain closed the door behind them and removed his gloves. He left Elias standing at the front of his house among girlish finery.
            He opened the door to a room that made Elias’s hair stand on end and tossed the gloves carelessly inside.
         

         
         “Will you permit me to see you? Entirely?” he said, rubbing his palms together to brush off the talc the gloves had left behind.

         
         Elias’s heart was pounding so loud he was sure Alain could hear it. But the French alchemist just looked serious, waiting
            for Elias to comply.
         

         
         Elias removed his jacket, folded it, and placed it gently on the wicker chair. Alain’s eyes took in his harness of daggers
            hungrily and shined brighter, but he said nothing.
         

         
         Elias shed his leather and began unbuttoning his shirt. This was just like any other doctor’s appointment, he decided. He
            had been to many. Spent over a week lying naked in De Lacey’s house. He could do this.
         

         
         Elias stood bare, silk carpet beneath his feet, and waited for Alain to do something.

         
         After a moment of silence, the alchemist walked in a wide circle around him. Not touching or saying anything, just staring curiously. 

         
         He paused when he got to Elias’s back, then muttered something incredulous in French, spit on the floor in obvious disgust.
            Elias felt a wave of shame and curled his arms around himself.
         

         
         Alain’s hand landed on the back of Elias’s neck, warm and solid, and he hushed gently, “Not you. Never that reaction for you.”

         
         But Elias curled smaller, held himself tighter, closed his eyes. He felt a brush of hair at the top of his spine, Alain bowing
            to press his forehead there in supplication.
         

         
         “Our bodies are just the place where our minds live,” he said.

         
         Elias’s skin felt hungry and he wanted to tear it off. The smell of flowers on this man cut the reek of blood, and he wished
            he could roll around in it. So long he had not been touched with intention.
         

         
         But Alain pulled back and sat down, crossing his legs.

         
         “So. Do you have questions for me?”

         
         Elias took a deep breath and willed his heart to calm. He reached for his clothes and began to dress himself.

         
         “Do you know where Victor is going?” he asked.

         
         Alain shrugged. “If you found me, you must know already. He did not specify order, though I’m sure some routes are easier
            than others.”
         

         
         Elias snorted. “Victor is intelligent, not wise. I would not find shock at him choosing an inconvenient route.”

         
         Elias swung his harness back over his shoulders but left his jacket lying where he’d tossed it and kept his feet bare.

         
         “Do you know why he did this?”

         
         Alain raised an eyebrow, then waved a hand sharply.

         
         “I do not. You could ask him, when you meet.”

         
         Elias gritted his teeth. He did not want to spend months in confusion and despair. “I had hoped to know sooner than that.”

         
         Alain gazed at him curiously then.

         
         “I can do something for you, but I must have payment.”

         
         Right. Alchemist. It must be a job, then, not a title like a king, lord, or wizard.

         
         Elias reached over and removed the blue book from his jacket.

         
         “Do you take payment in knowledge or coin?” Elias asked.

         
         Alain grinned.

         
         “For some of your hair, I can tell you what he did to you. For some of your tears, I can draw you a picture of the circles
            on your back so you do not have to bare yourself to the unworthy. . . .” Alain paused, but Elias was sure he was not done.
         

         
         “For some of your blood, I can give you a tool to better defend yourself. For a lot of your blood—”

         
         Elias knew he could not die. He could not die if this man killed him for his insolence.

         
         “For a kiss, what would you give me? For benediction?” Elias interrupted.

         
         Alain paused, startled. Then he looked away, eyes glued to the floor.

         
         “I have paid dearly in pain already, Mr. Cloutier,” Elias continued quietly. “I cannot pay more.”

         
         “The merchant decides his prices,” Alain replied after a while, voice rough and heavy. “The patron acquiesces.” Rehearsed, like it was something he had repeated often before.
         

         
         Elias crossed the room. Stood between the spread of Alain’s knees. He put a brave hand on Alain’s jaw, then felt the point
            of one of his own knives graze the soft stretch beneath his chin. He hadn’t even heard the French alchemist remove it.
         

         
         Slowly, Elias dropped to the ground, a hairline cut on his throat opening and healing again and again against the jut of the
            knife as he went. Until he was looking up the length of his own blade, following Alain’s arm. Staring into his face beneath
            the shadow of his hair.
         

         
         “This house that stinks of death also smells like flowers,” Elias whispered. “There is a ghost in your decoration.”

         
         Alain’s eyes grew wet. Elias leaned closer, though his blood was beginning to drench his shirt.

         
         “For being seen and known, what would you give me, widower? For sweetness freely given, as it once was?”

         
         Alain swallowed. He drew the knife away from Elias’s neck and let his hand fall limp to his thigh.

         
         “Seigneur, pardonne-moi car je suis faible,” he muttered.

         
         Elias gently took his knife from Alain’s hand and placed it back in its sheath. Then he brushed his lips against the hills
            of Alain’s knuckles. The French alchemist sat unmoving as Elias turned his hand and pressed a thumb against the inside of
            his wrist, tender, solemn, giving, holy.
         

         
         “In my father’s house, when he came in from the cold from the woods or in the fields, my youngest sister would warm his hands
            thus,” Elias began.
         

         
         He held Alain’s palm against his cheek. “It is not so large a thing as pain, but perhaps the sentiment will carry. My oldest sister knits mittens for him. Traps rabbits and weaves their fur into the wool so they keep blood-hot for many hours. My middle sister rubs his joints with tallow, mixed with herbs I gather from the grasses. 

         
         “My father is nearly sixty and can work longer than most other men. His hands are softer than even mine because by the grace
            of God he was allowed to keep his loved ones by his side and we work to make sure we are all cared for in a thousand ways.
            I am not a father, but I know the wealth of daughters. I am not a husband, but I can imagine the joy of a wife.”
         

         
         Elias politely ignored Alain’s tears.

         
         “I do not have tallow or gloves. I don’t even have the luxury of time. I am just a man with knives. But I do see you, Alain,
            and I do understand that you are hurt and you are lonesome, and I grieve with you. I am sorry that something happened to your
            family.”
         

         
         Alain took a moment to compose himself, wiping his face with his hands.

         
         “Your heart is so open. Your father must be a good man.”

         
         “The wind rattles the shutters in the house where my heart lives; the door was torn from the frame,” Elias replied. “But yes,
            my father is a good man.”
         

         
         He sat back on his heels and waited.

         
         “If I had known you were like this, Victor would not have left this place living,” Alain promised.

         
         Elias just waited.

         
         Alain sighed and looked at the ceiling. “Would you like me to give you a way to speak to him?”

         
         Elias furrowed his brow in confusion, but he said nothing.

         
         “There are threads between you,” Alain explained. “Your physical health is just one. Your heart is another, and your mind
            is the final thread. Your health is a matter much more complicated than the heart, but I can—with sacrifice—pluck that thread
            so it plays a note so sweet that you can feel the echo of his heart shout back.”
         

         
         “This would require more payment?” Elias asked dubiously.

         
         Alain shook his head. “Not your sacrifice, mine.”
         

         
         He stood, took Elias’s hand. He led him to the place Elias did not want to go.

         
         It was worse than Elias had imagined. Walls caked with blood, floor slick with it. The head of a ram on the table, draining
            sloppily into a bucket beneath. Gloves on the floor where Alain had tossed them.
         

         
         The French alchemist tore the fouled sheets from his table, then wiped it clean with spirits so strong they burned Elias’s
            nose.
         

         
         “I am sorry for the mess,” Alain said.

         
         There was no way Elias would ever believe this room spent any time cleaner than this. But he dutifully lay down on the sterilized
            leather. Alain opened his shirt and vest, then wiped his own chest with spirits. He selected a syringe from a container filled
            with the same liquid. A needle so fine it looked almost like a hair.
         

         
         Elias sighed; this would not be the first time he was lied to about pain at a doctor’s office. Then, like all things Alain
            did, swift and surprising, the French alchemist plunged the needle into his own chest with a small shout. Elias sat up in
            alarm.
         

         
         Alain screamed as he pulled the plunger back, the needle filling with a blood so dark it looked nearly black. He coughed, then sank to his knees and coughed again hard before removing the needle and covering the hole quickly with gauze. 

         
         He said a few quick words in a language Elias had never heard, then settled back, breathing hard in relief. His forehead had
            broken out in a wild sweat and his skin was ashen, clammy.
         

         
         He coughed again and pressed a palm over his heart, waiting for something internal to happen. Then he stood.

         
         Elias watched in silent horror as Alain sprayed the blood into a small tube. Then Alain leaned over it, hand still over his
            chest, then took a breath. After a moment, tears leaked out of his eyes and dropped upon the viscera. Alain moved his hand
            from his heart to the place Elias had kissed as Alain cried.
         

         
         Then he wiped his face and strode across the room to find another jar of some kind of dust, which he added to the watery mixture.
            Another dark vial of liquid. He squeezed a few drops of blood from Elias’s shirt collar into it as well.
         

         
         He mixed it with a metal rod, then dipped a paintbrush inside.

         
         “Open your shirt,” he commanded.

         
         Elias did. Too frightened by what he was watching to even argue.

         
         Alain leaned over him and began drawing circles on the center of his chest. They reminded Elias of the symbols on his back
            but different, less jagged, more graceful.
         

         
         “If you practice you may be able to control it. Close your eyes and imagine a vibrating string, then imagine closing your
            fist over it until the vibrations stop. When you want it to start again, imagine plucking it.”
         

         
         Elias watched him paint. “Will this wash off when I bathe?” he asked, a completely reasonable question.

         
         Alain smiled. “Of course it will. The physical bits anyway; it’s just blood, mud, and tears in the end. But the part that
            matters will stay.”
         

         
         When Alain finished drawing, he placed his palm over the center of Elias’s chest. At first nothing happened. Then.

         
         There was a tightness in his neck, pleasure running down to his stomach. Elias frowned. It felt like . . . haughty satisfaction?

         
         Elias immediately closed his eyes, imagined the string, and shut this down.

         
         “What have you done to me?” he demanded.

         
         Alain stepped back and put the mixture on his table.

         
         “I gave of my heart’s blood directly from its chambers, tears of grief cried once every ten years, dust from a rock not made
            on this earth, and the combined cursed blood from you and your tethered to give you a channel to force this man to feel your
            pain,” he said simply. “Wherever you are. Wherever he is. If you open the path and feel something stronger than whatever he
            is feeling, you will overwhelm him.”
         

         
         Elias just stared at Alain, speechless.

         
         “The only thing you’re feeling is cautious or curious, maybe disgust. So Victor’s feelings came through first,” Alain said,
            brushing his hands against his trousers. “But when you are ready, play the note of your hearts and burn him from the inside
            out. Rock him with the wave of your loss and the heat of your anger. Rouse him from sleep, crush him with guilt. Drive him
            mad if you wish.”
         

         
         Elias pressed a hand to the circle on his chest. He didn’t know how to feel about this.

         
         The French alchemist looked at him through lowered lids. “You did not need to practice after all. It comes easily to you,
            little butcher. Perhaps you are more like us than you think. You smell of blood like me, at any rate, but that’s probably
            because of your violence.”
         

         
         Elias frowned, embarrassed.

         
         Alain opened the door and guided him back into the living room.

         
         “I need to rest and recover. If you must—stay. Eat what you find in my kitchens, walk through my garden, take a shirt from
            the line outside to replace your own. But I must lie down.”
         

         
         Elias wanted to leave. Or he wanted to be beside this man, for the first time in weeks to sleep in a bed warm as the one he
            shared with Magda and Gida. He wanted to scrub his chest of this grimy paste, settle somewhere private and dream alone.
         

         
         Alain made his choice for him. He brushed a hand over Elias’s head in obvious fondness, then walked past him into another
            room and shut the door.
         

         
         Elias heard the click of a lock.

         
         So he drank crisp, clean water from Alain’s stores and filled his canister. Smelled the sweetness of peaches grown from his
            hot, enchanted soil. Put on a shirt too big by half, then covered it with his jacket. Counted his knives, counted his money,
            hid his book.
         

         
         Then he walked out of the French alchemist’s house and into the sun.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            England

         
         Victor thumbed the words he’d copied from Fitz about Bradley King. Gold, Lead, and Lives. Come with a gift. “Lives” was alarming, but he felt confident about his choices.
         

         
         Bradley King lived in a stately house: large gardens, big fountain, staff walking the grounds, the whole lot. His home made
            Mr. Sauer’s mansion look quaint. Thankfully, unlike Alain and Willem, he lived in London city proper so Victor didn’t have
            to go deep into the wilderness.
         

         
         When Victor reached the door, he was unable to enter until he showed the facsimile of his diploma. Mr. King’s staff brought
            him on a pleasant walk through the front gardens and into a small tearoom near the entrance door.
         

         
         Victor waited anxiously for nearly an hour before they came to retrieve him and bring him to Mr. King himself. He was told
            that Mr. King wasn’t fond of surprise visitors and had been otherwise occupied before Victor arrived. This might even be the
            “King” Fitz mentioned during his meeting at Sauer’s house.
         

         
         This didn’t matter to Victor. He was certain the likelihood of Mr. King being somehow worse than what he’d already experienced
            was low. Save if he chose to kill him, of course.
         

         
         They led him to a place called the Gift Room and abandoned him outside its large cherrywood door.

         
         Victor sighed and knocked.

         
         “Come in.”

         
         Victor pushed inside, alarmed at how heavy the door was. It slammed behind him rudely. Victor whirled around but he didn’t
            see anyone and didn’t immediately get reprimanded, which was a relief.
         

         
         The Gift Room was like a private museum. There were dozens of domed pedestals along each wall and in perfect rows across the
            room like a giant chessboard. Under each dome was a labeled gift that, presumably, Bradley King had received.
         

         
         “Well, then, what have you brought?” A door to the left closed with a click, and Bradley King strode quickly across the room.

         
         Like Willem, he was younger than Victor had imagined. Strong jaw, thick mustache, navy-blue suit, well-muscled. He reminded
            Victor immediately of Alain. But what Victor hadn’t expected was this: Bradley was Black.
         

         
         “What have you brought, fledgling?” Bradley King demanded.

         
         Victor bowed immediately, because it somehow felt appropriate standing among all this opulence, and Bradley scoffed.

         
         “None of that; now what have you brought?”

         
         “I . . . Uh. I wasn’t told much about you beside your specialties, so I brought three things.”

         
         Victor held out an orb with a cork in it and filled with plants. Bradley snatched it from his hand and held it up to the light.
            His eyebrows furrowed with scrutiny.
         

         
         “For the alchemist of gold, lead, and lives: a world in a bottle.”

         
         “A self-sustaining terrarium,” Bradley said, grinning. “Clever. What’s next?”

         
         Victor held out a small glass flask. “Blood of a man with half-life, recently burned by lightning.”

         
         Bradley took this from him gently. “I’m assuming this blood is yours?” He raised an eyebrow at whatever Victor’s face was
            doing. “Alain called ahead.”*

         
         “You know him?” Victor blurted before he could stop himself.

         
         Bradley pursed his lips. “I rather wish I didn’t, but we’re brothers of a kind. Blood and Lives. Sometimes we have to work
            together. Send each other little gifts and all.”
         

         
         Bradley’s accent was curious for a man so wealthy. He sounded northern born.

         
         “You said three.”

         
         Victor handed over the cloak Willem had given him. “Protection for a man undeserving.”

         
         Bradley took the cloak from his hands and gave it a big sniff. “UGH, Willem! You can keep this. It’s worthless. The wife won’t
            want it stinking up the whole place. Actually, leave it on the floor by the door, I don’t want that stench following me round
            the house. More rooms to have to air out. You can take it when you leave. Come on.”
         

         
         Bradley put the terrarium on one of the few empty pedestals but tucked the flask of Victor’s blood in his jacket pocket. Then he whirled around and strode fast through the door Victor had entered and into the hallway. Victor raced after him. 

         
         “First thing, I can’t help you much. If you weren’t a boy and under the Archivist’s protection, I’d beat you myself—”

         
         Victor looked at Bradley’s bulging arms and momentarily lost the ability to hear what the other man was saying.

         
         “—can open the doors for you where I can. Brogan doesn’t take visitors unannounced; he doesn’t like kids and he doesn’t have
            a phone. So I’ll send a man to warn him of your coming. See someone else first.”
         

         
         Bradley spoke down to him like Victor worked for him or something and it rubbed Victor to irritation.

         
         “I’m not a boy,” Victor murmured. He was tired of people saying that.

         
         Faster than Victor thought possible, Bradley King spun around. His hand, thick and strong, found Victor’s neck, and he slammed
            him against the wall, lifting him a few inches off the ground. Victor scrabbled on his toes to keep from being strangled.
            It was humiliating.
         

         
         “You. Are a boy,” Bradley repeated, dark.

         
         A maid passing in the hallway scurried by, ogling over her shoulder in shock.

         
         “Just because you had your fancy learning and figured out how to do the things only a man does doesn’t mean you’re fully blooded.
            Or one of us,” Bradley said, looking down his nose at Victor. “Everywhere you walk is ground on which you’re outstaying your
            welcome.”
         

         
         He let Victor slide down a bit so he could stand on his heels but did not release him. Victor cowered in Bradley’s shadow, flinching at the heat of his breath. 

         
         “Learn to be humble, and grateful,” Bradley said, shaking him at every pause. “People are opening their homes to you at a moment’s notice, risking their reputation
            to offer you a kindness. You are seventeen. If you had been born rough, perhaps you would know the price of work and what
            it means to have family, to bow before destiny in supplication. You could be a man at that age then. But you are a gentleman. And for men who do not have to grovel for bread, seventeen is a child.”
         

         
         Bradley let go of him then and backed up a bit. “Don’t speak out of turn in my house again.”

         
         He gave Victor one more long look, then started to walk. Victor peeled himself from the wall, took a deep breath to steady
            himself, and followed.
         

         
         Bradley led him out the house and to a nearby building separated by the distance of a field. They walked in silence: Victor
            cowed and uncomfortable, Bradley still notably furious from the set of his shoulders.
         

         
         Bradley produced a ring of keys from his jacket and opened the door, pushing Victor inside.

         
         Expecting another gory display, Victor flinched before Bradley turned the lights on. But he was surprised to find that the
            lab of the Alchemist of Lives was much more like the one they had at school.
         

         
         The walls were lined with shelves filled with oddities. Mostly types of rock and vats of soil, labeled with the year, location, and two numbers. He had a large steel table, a comparably sized wood table, and a patient table. Unlike Alain’s it was clean, covered in a white sheet, and had gloves at the ready. The restraints were lined in fur and not designed to hurt the patient. It even smelled nice in here, like rain on stone with disinfectant. 

         
         Bradley grunted at Victor’s expression.

         
         “I assume you’ve seen Alain’s workshop? A mess.” He grumbled. “He held a dinner party in there once that I severely regret
            attending.”
         

         
         Victor was still shaken, but he had to ask. “Do you all know each other?”

         
         Bradley was pouring Victor’s blood out onto a cast-iron pan. He lit a fire beneath it and began stirring.

         
         “Not always. There are about four hundred of us round the world, one hundred fifty apprentices, and about two thousand trusted
            afficionados. These come in the form of men like Fitz and Jaan Sauer. People who serve some sort of purpose but do not actually
            practice nor have any desire to.” Bradley looked over his shoulder at Victor, who was still standing by the entrance.
         

         
         “We network, largely to seek rare items or ingredients,” Bradley continued. “There are also the parties.”

         
         Victor walked around the room, looking at everything a bit closer while Bradley worked. Alain had impressed him at first,
            but after meeting Bradley, Victor wasn’t exactly sure if he wanted what Alain had anymore. This was much better and he felt
            more comfortable here.
         

         
         Bradley took Victor’s blood, reduced to a thick syrup, and pulled out a fresh jar of soil. He poured the steaming fluid into the dirt and stirred it quickly, topping it with a cork. 

         
         “The only way to store blood for my work is in earth,” Bradley murmured. “Though that might not be useful information for
            you. Have you decided on your specialty yet? They won’t let you work with me and Alain, you know. Too tempting.”
         

         
         That was exactly what Alain had said.

         
         Victor shrugged. “I’m a son of a doctor. I always intended to be a doctor of some kind.”

         
         Bradley snorted. “Willem turned you down, then.”

         
         Victor nodded, face reddening.

         
         “He would. He’s a good man, too good for you.”

         
         “I’m trying to be better,” Victor said, and he meant it.

         
         Bradley looked him up and down. “You might pivot to religious work. Dig into pleading to God for forgiveness.”

         
         Victor grimaced.

         
         Then, without warning, a pain erupted in his chest. Victor leaned over gasping, clutching the table.

         
         Bradley watched him curiously. Not moving to help him or even ask if he was all right.

         
         Victor crashed to his knees, holding his heart and panting. It felt how it did when Willem had worked on him but to a lesser
            extent. With a jolt of terror, he wondered if Willem hadn’t widened the path enough and he was about to be torn apart.
         

         
         Then Victor felt a rush of something, emotions that weren’t his: fury and deep satisfaction, followed by the slightest bit
            of pain and self-loathing.
         

         
         Victor didn’t feel his emotions like this. He felt his anger at the top of his head; this was an anger of the gut. His loathing usually choked him in his throat, but this loathing centered around his heart. His satisfaction normally dug its claws into his loins, but this made him feel it behind his teeth. 

         
         “Oh, it’s starting, then,” Bradley commented, leaning over to peer at Victor.

         
         Victor panted and looked up at Bradley, wordless. His own terror, the emotions that belonged to him, were losing the fight
            against these other feelings. He felt almost like he was about to black out.
         

         
         Bradley sighed. “Curse my tender heart,” he muttered, then crossed the room. Victor leaned his head against the stone beneath
            him and let his eyes roll back, drooling with overstimulation. His nervous system buzzed with unearned adrenaline.
         

         
         He heard Bradley’s shoes before he saw them. Oxblood brogues that stopped before him. Bradley dug his fingers into Victor’s
            hair and yanked until they were eye to eye. Then he opened Victor’s mouth and shoved something inside.
         

         
         “Don’t swallow.”

         
         Whatever Bradley had given him was heavy and metallic, cold on his tongue. But as soon as it fell into his mouth, his emotions
            stopped warring with each other. Instead, his own fear centered itself in his head, and the rest of what he was feeling remained
            in his body from the neck down, and severely muted at that. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better.
         

         
         Bradley didn’t let go of his hair. Instead, he looked hard into Victor’s eyes, turning his head around with the firm clinical
            grasp of a scientist.
         

         
         “I’ve heard after a while you’ll begin hearing him,” Bradley said. “Last man who did something like this was a hundred years ago.” 

         
         “What happened to him?” Victor said clumsily around the thing in his mouth.

         
         Bradley arched an eyebrow at him.

         
         “Please.”

         
         Bradley huffed, irritated. “When he was near to madness, the man who he’d cursed found him and beat him the rest of the way
            to death.”
         

         
         That was somehow less terrible to learn than what Victor had been expecting. Bradley let go of his hair and stood.

         
         “I’ll send a man to Brogan. Who are you seeing before him?”

         
         “Ayan McClean.”

         
         “It’s pronounced ‘Mick-lain.’ ” Bradley yanked Victor from the floor with a firm grip on his biceps. “You owe me for the talisman.
            You lose it and your grip on yourself will be less. You can send payment in any denomination to the King Estate once you’ve
            gauged its value.”
         

         
         “What is it?” Victor asked. He’d found a better place to store it between his teeth and his cheek that didn’t hamper his speech
            nearly as much.
         

         
         “Gold imbued with the souls of two dead men separated by a vein of quartz. Peaceful deaths. Consider it a stabilizer. I made
            it after Alain let me know you were coming.”
         

         
         “You . . . made this for me?” The talisman felt heavier in his mouth.

         
         Bradley chewed his lip for a moment, looking Victor up and down from his spit-stained face to his brand-new clothes with an
            expression Victor couldn’t name.
         

         
         “My son . . . is seventeen,” he said eventually. Bradley paused like he was going to say something more but instead shook his head. 

         
         “You can go. Take Willem’s filthy cloak with you. I’m sure one of the staff has it waiting for you at the entrance.”

         
         Then he turned his back on Victor in clear dismissal. Victor bowed once more, this time out of genuine respect, then took
            his leave.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fine

         
         He played with the talisman. Took it in and out of his mouth to feel the difference.

         
         It was about three centimeters long and a centimeter wide, roughly cut gold with a transparent line down the center. No identifying
            markings, no spell words etched in its side. Plain.
         

         
         If he sold it, the gold would be worth about thirty pounds, but he didn’t think that’s what Bradley meant when he said to
            send what the value is to him. That could mean anything. Definitely above what it cost for parts.
         

         
         When the talisman was in his mouth, he could feel Elias below his neck. It was late and Elias was likely sleeping now so it
            wasn’t as pronounced. But his chest felt tight with the kind of stress that doesn’t go away even in slumber. Victor carried
            his own stress at the base of his skull and in his shoulders.
         

         
         At night he would be forced to suffer both. He always woke up in overstimulated agony as he was too afraid he might swallow
            the talisman in his sleep.
         

         
         During the daytime Victor would get small flashes of pleasure occasionally. But mostly they were negative emotions: humiliation, which Elias appeared to carry in his palms and his cheeks if Victor had the talisman out of his mouth, and sometimes genuine fear at the base of his stomach. 

         
         While boarding the train to Scotland, he felt at the bottom of his throat a frisson of loneliness so severe he had to stop
            and catch his breath, forehead leaning against the train wall.
         

         
         He wiped the tears that sprang to his eyes and assured the conductor that he would be all right, then retreated to his seat
            as quickly as possible.
         

         
         He hated this for obvious reasons, but it was also terrible to know someone’s humanity in this way.

         
         Feelings were private; most people were able to conceal the majority of them. They were the sort of thing you read on someone’s
            face or had spoken at you with their words.
         

         
         It was another thing entirely to feel their feelings with your own body. He knew when Elias did something that made him happy:
            his joy was centered in his spine and made Victor want to wiggle. So strange compared to Victor’s own head joy that centered
            around his smile. He even got flashes of desire followed by pangs of loneliness, which made Victor feel ill.
         

         
         This sort of closeness? It was blasphemous.

         
         It made him want to tear off his skin at the worst of times and sob uncontrollably at the best.

         
         “If it was your wife,” Alain had said, standing in his empty house with lace doilies and pink walls, “it would be worth it.”
            And by God did that have new meaning.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Currents

         
         Elias bought a room close to the train station and a ticket for a ride that left that night. He had no reason to stay here.

         
         He soaked himself in a porcelain bathtub and washed the filth from his chest with water scented like lavender.

         
         He dragged his fingertips over that place until his skin pebbled with goose bumps.

         
         Alain was right: it did come to him easily. He closed his eyes and rubbed his fingers across the string that joined them like
            a bow across a violin but didn’t pluck it.
         

         
         When Elias touched it, he could feel Victor’s emotions like they came from far away. Like someone was whispering them in his
            ear instead of being forced to feel them in his body.
         

         
         Victor was somewhere feeling very embarrassed and vulnerable. It was such a childish emotion that Elias laughed aloud. It
            was petulant. The way Gida got when she did something foolish in front of the other children at church.
         

         
         Elias thought about strumming the string so he could force over an extra helping of derision, but he stayed his fingers. Let
            it go.
         

         
         He leaned his head back and thought about Alain’s hand on the back of his neck. Elias stretched in the water, slinging his legs over the side of the top to curl his toes. This was perhaps the first time in two weeks that he actually felt good. Every inch of him buzzed with goodness. He was full, he was warm, he knew he had enough money. His head didn’t hurt at all anymore. 

         
         The feeling didn’t last. His chest tightened out of nowhere and he sat up, electrified. Elias clutched his heart and screamed,
            silent as he always did now.
         

         
         It felt like someone was prying his ribs open.

         
         He slammed his eyes shut, found the thread, and strummed it hard. He had to find out what was going on.

         
         That only made it worse. Secondhand agony radiated from his center. Wherever Victor was—whatever was happening to him—felt
            like fire in the veins.
         

         
         Elias clutched the edge of the tub and panted. He let the thread vibrate. This was pain enough to die, and if Victor expired,
            Elias knew he would feel it here. He had to know if Victor survived this.
         

         
         The pain eventually faded to weakness, then a wave of sorrow and embarrassment crashed over him. So potent it forced tears
            from Elias’s eyes.
         

         
         He swiped at them, furious. He refused to cry again for this man.

         
         Victor felt small where he was. Felt guilt. Elias reared back in disgust and shut off their connection.

         
         He got out of the bath and dried himself off. He gritted his teeth as he dressed. The entire experience was ruined.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Oil

         
         Italy, then.

         
         Elias knew how to say “hello,” “thank you,” “please,” and the speech he rehearsed every night before bed.

         
         He practiced it once more with a woman in a café who giggled at him in amusement. Poking fun at his accent. Italian was her
            second language, too. German, her third, and Spanish, her first.
         

         
         She said the scars on his face made him look “asustado y guapo”* and Elias flushed.
         

         
         He could spend all his days in the company of women; how he loved them so. He loved the perfume they rubbed in their hair,
            their soft little hands, the way their laughs ranged from high and deep to low and throaty. How they were full of play, even
            when they got older.
         

         
         His mother still rolled in the snow and threw snowballs if they made sure there was no work to be done. There was a woman, Annie—born last century—who liked to put sugar in the church wine and play other small pranks. The mothers at the tavern in his town would giggle and tease each other; the sound of their squealing made his heart ache. 

         
         He could have done this. Could have laid his head on a soft belly, nails scratching through his hair. If he wasn’t so utterly
            unsuitable. Unable to rise for them, and set to die young.
         

         
         Elias ate this moment up, laved his tongue against it like rich cream from a spoon.

         
         When the Spanish woman got off the train at Genoa, she pressed her hand in his and wished him luck. He kissed her fingertips.

         
         Elias had told her he was trying to become an actor. His speech would have frightened her otherwise.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Colombo

         
         He rose when the conductor shouted Viareggio, and stepped down into a warmer place than he’d ever been.

         
         Elias looked up at the sky. There wasn’t a single cloud. Germany only got like this when it was bitterly cold, but here it
            seemed this way because it was terribly dry. His skin warmed and cooled with sunburn quickly healing and developing again.
            His suit was too warm for this climate, but he did not have time to get another.
         

         
         He asked his way to Colombo’s home, bought a horse with shaved gold from his ingot brick, and set off on a short canter to
            the outskirts of the city.
         

         
         Colombo’s house was grand and white, made of a stone Elias had never seen before that glittered in the bright day. The garden
            of trees around it pointed to the sky, like the pine trees of Elias’s wood but different.
         

         
         He could recognize wealth, even if it looked stranger than he’d seen before. Elias wanted to bend and shine his shoes before
            walking up these steps.
         

         
         He knocked and waited. Stepping a bit back in case Colombo grabbed him like Alain had.

         
         The door opened to a beautiful oval face, dark lashed and red lipped.

         
         Elias stepped back again and put a hand on his chest to bow.

         
         “Sono Elias, e sto cercando Colombo. È in casa?”

         
         The woman looked him over curiously, then backed inside, waving for him to follow. Elias closed the door behind him, then
            seeing her bare feet, removed his shoes as well. When he was finished, he found her smiling—eyes glittering in amusement and
            felt somehow that he had erred in some way. But she said nothing.
         

         
         She took his hand and pulled him to a room where a man was seated at a desk, back to them, hard at work writing something.

         
         Instead of calling his name, she knocked on the door then went to hold him about the shoulders.

         
         Colombo looked over his shoulder to see Elias waiting in the doorway like a shadow. Colombo was maybe ten years older than
            him and had dark shadows beneath his eyes, and hair as black as charcoal in pretty curls.
         

         
         “Hello. Colombo?”

         
         Colombo, hearing his accent, furrowed his brow in concern. He kissed his wife on the cheek and muttered something to her in
            Italian. She left the room, pausing to brush her hand across Elias’s shoulder.
         

         
         Colombo turned around in his chair to confront him.

         
         “German? Mine is . . . not so good,” he said, voice much higher than Elias had expected.

         
         Elias shrugged; he had prepared for this.

         
         “C’è un bambino che verrà alla vostra porta. I suoi capelli sono gialli e sarà nervoso. Si chiama Victor Frankenstein e chiederà il vostro aiuto. È un fuggitivo dalla giustizia, esiliato dai maghi del nostro paese comune. Mi ha reso schiavo e ha tradito la volontà di Dio.” 

         
         Colombo stood and pushed his chair into his desk. He waved Elias deeper into the room and closed the door behind him.

         
         “Slave?” he repeated.

         
         Elias shrugged. “I can . . . show you?”

         
         Colombo stepped back and seemed to steel himself, as though Elias was going to do something violent or exhibit some type of
            power. But when Elias just began removing his clothes, he relaxed.
         

         
         Elias bared his chest, began to peel his shirt off completely, but Colombo stopped him and placed a cold hand above Elias’s
            heart.
         

         
         “Magia oscura . . .* This is powerful. Does he call you to do tasks for him through this?” Colombo looked disgusted.
         

         
         Elias shook his head. “This was a gift from another alchemist.”

         
         He shrugged his shirt the rest of the way off and turned.

         
         Colombo gasped. Elias looked over his shoulder and caught him making the sign of the cross. Then Colombo did exactly what
            Alain had: walked around him in a wide circle, staring at all angles of him, gaze roving over his face, his arms, stopping
            to consider his hands as well.
         

         
         “Did you . . . anger this man?” Colombo asked, warm with concern.

         
         Elias shook his head. “I did not know him. He . . . selected me.”

         
         “Selected?” Colombo repeated, stumbling over the word.

         
         “Chose,” Elias clarified. “Picked. A stranger.”

         
         Colombo drew back and emotions flew over his face rapidly, settling on anger. He traced the central circle on Elias’s front.

         
         “I understand this now. I am sorry, but this is . . . beyond what I am able to change.”

         
         He turned from Elias and picked his leather harness up from the floor. He removed the blades and inspected them as Elias watched
            silently.
         

         
         “Are these for him?” he asked.

         
         Elias shrugged.

         
         Colombo brushed the hair of the doll down gently. His bottom lip quivered. He handed the harness back to Elias and swallowed
            hard.
         

         
         “You . . . must know . . . all alchemists are . . . not like this,” he pleaded quietly.

         
         Elias sighed and rubbed his face. “How could I?”

         
         Colombo shook his head and walked away from Elias. He dragged his fingers through his hair, gripping it in anxiety. He paused,
            looked at Elias again, then swore and continued to pace.
         

         
         Elias dressed himself again, shrugging his jacket back over his shoulders. This man was kind but ultimately a dead end.

         
         “Thank you.” Elias bowed again. “Goodbye.”

         
         “Wait!” Colombo rushed back. “I must . . .”

         
         He delved under Elias’s jacket and removed his knives from the harness to lie spread on the table then rushed from the room. Elias sat down in Colombo’s desk chair and waited for him to return. 

         
         The Italian alchemist came back with a sharpening strap. He wet Elias’s blades one by one and then scraped them to a razor’s
            edge all. Then he laid them in a line and dripped oil from a vial upon them.
         

         
         Colombo muttered fast Italian and kissed their sharp edges, splitting his own lip, licking it quick. Then rubbed the grease
            from them with a soft cloth and handed them back.
         

         
         “I am . . . not so strong,” Colombo said with a shrug. “But I would that they not be . . . lost to you.”

         
         Elias took them back, put them home.

         
         “You shall find . . . support on your journey,” Colombo promised.

         
         He placed a firm hand on Elias’s shoulder.

         
         “We are all not him. Do not . . . feel scared to show him anger.” His lip curved in amusement. “That thing was a good gift.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Refuge

         
         Elias loved this place. He loved the sunshine. Loved the way their pork was sweet but did not make him feel weak. Ate it in
            glorious raw fatty strips crystaled with salt. And olives! There were few plants Elias could eat, but olives were new and
            he gorged himself on these little fruits.
         

         
         He could stay here in ecstasy, skin browning and soft with plant oils. Bathe with men like him in warm waters, in rooms that
            echoed in sighs.
         

         
         He met a girl and brought her to his rooms just to feed her sweet fruits and sleep in a bed that was not so cold for the first
            time since he left home. She played for him from an instrument of strings, ran curious fingers over the marks on his back,
            the scars on his face. Let him braid her hair in a crown the way he did his sisters and sang low and quiet as he wept.
         

         
         She kissed him sweetly on the cheek, though he did not ask for it, before scampering back onto the streets.

         
         He could forget himself here, if he did not have money that would run out and purpose to fulfill.

         
         Elias left Viareggio and boarded a boat to somewhere much colder.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Scotland

         
         Every day it was harder to rise. The cold got deeper into Victor’s bones, and his face looked back at him sallow and wan from
            his shaving mirror.
         

         
         Victor wondered whether it was this curse or just the agony of feeling burning his vitality away twice as fast. The woman
            who shared his compartment kept offering him sweet pastries from her tin and looking worried when he refused them.
         

         
         When they arrived, Ayan McClean was waiting for him at the train stop.

         
         Victor hadn’t been given a description, but he knew it was him. He was about Victor’s height, with a wild red beard and red
            hair dashed through with white. His eyes were hard steel as the train pulled into the station, locked on Victor’s face as
            the train went by.
         

         
         Victor grabbed his things and stumbled down the steps onto the platform. Ayan parted the crowd as he marched to him, people
            leaping out of his way, even though he could hardly be described as imposing in size.
         

         
         When he was close enough to spit on, Victor understood why. Ayan radiated heat like a furnace and smelled strongly of smoke.

         
         “Mr. McClean?” Victor started.

         
         But the man didn’t reply. He just grabbed Victor by the ear, turned, and started marching down the platform. Victor cried
            out in pain and stumbled behind him.
         

         
         Ayan kept his thick fingers locked on Victor’s ear for blocks, until they reached his home. Victor eventually stopped whimpering
            and just allowed it to happen. Turning his head until the angle was comfortable and walking that way even though the townspeople
            laughed at him as they passed.
         

         
         Ayan’s house smelled just like he did, and Victor could tell that they were near before they arrived.

         
         Ayan unlocked his door and threw Victor inside. Victor crashed to the ground and rolled over.

         
         “Ayan!” a woman’s voice cried.

         
         “Get the strap, Moira,” Ayan growled.

         
         Victor scrambled to his feet. He was not about to be beaten by someone who was not his father.

         
         “Wait!” he cried.

         
         Ayan advanced with a furious shout, snatching a length of leather from the wall.

         
         “Stop, Ayan! Can’t you see he’s ill!” Moira cried.

         
         “And he’s about to be worse.” Ayan McClean crouched, blocking the front door, daring Victor to run. Victor took a moment to
            think, then turned on his heel and rushed deeper into the house.
         

         
         He passed Moira, who looked the right age to be Ayan’s wife, and flew into the back of the home in search of a window or door.

         
         There was a girl of about eight sitting at the table and peeling apples. She startled as Victor burst into the kitchen, dropping the knife she was holding. 

         
         He stared at her for a half second, then remembering himself, ran out the back door and into the yard. He could hear Ayan
            hollering behind him, his large boots stomping the floor.
         

         
         Victor sprinted across the yard, getting closer and closer to the back fence. He reached out for the latch. But before his
            hand met steel, he was jerked backward hard.
         

         
         Ayan lifted him high, higher than Bradley had and shook him.

         
         “You foul, doaty bampot! You godless, merciless waste!” Ayan shouted.

         
         “Da, no!”

         
         Ayan lassoed Victor’s neck with the strap from the wall in one terrifyingly competent snap of his wrist, pinning him to the
            fence.
         

         
         “Stay where y’are, Isla,” Ayan warned. “Let him take his.”

         
         Victor trembled. “What are you doing?”

         
         “These are for Elias. He needs me to give ’em to you and I shan’t disappoint,” Ayan growled.

         
         Victor’s blood went cold.

         
         He heard an ominous swish and then a line of fire spread across his backside. Victor gasped and the talisman Bradley had given
            him fell out of his mouth. Immediately, his body settled into a strange calm that overshadowed his panic and pain.
         

         
         Somewhere Elias was at this moment feeling very relaxed and calm. A strange pleasure settled over Victor, like a bath after
            a long day or the sea after a full day of sun.
         

         
         Victor went slack. He could feel Ayan behind him doing his absolute worst, but somehow in this calm it didn’t matter. His shouts were second to this, and for the first time ever Victor was thankful he and Elias were sharing emotions. 

         
         In a daze, he wondered if it went both ways. He couldn’t bear it if Elias was feeling Ayan’s rage instead of him, if he ruined
            whatever was making Elias feel so good. That thought cleared his head at once.
         

         
         He could feel the whippings slowing behind him. He reached down and plucked the piece of gold from the ground, slipping it
            in between his lips.
         

         
         Immediately, his own pain came roaring through, and his reality slammed back into focus. He groaned.

         
         “Let that be a lesson to ya,” Ayan said. “Now go.”

         
         Victor stumbled as Ayan released the leather around his neck. “You saw Elias?”

         
         Ayan huffed. “He’s looking for ye boyo, and after the tale he told, I hope he finds ye. Now get out of my home. Ye can’t stay
            here.”
         

         
         Moira rushed from the house. “Can’t you give him a moment to get his bearings?”

         
         “I won’t have another murderer in the house with Isla, and that’s the last of it!” Ayan roared. He whirled on Victor. “Get!
            Out!”
         

         
         Victor didn’t need to be told again. He scrambled the rest of the way over Ayan’s fence and ran.

         
         He took a carriage out of town. He didn’t want to lodge too closely to Ayan and risk running into him again. His boat tickets
            for Ireland weren’t good for a few days anyway.
         

         
         Besides that, he needed to rest. His chest was starting to make some alarming wheezing sounds when he breathed, and if he walked for too long, he felt faint. 

         
         No amount of beef and soup made him feel strong for more than the hour after he consumed them, and he was able to count his
            ribs.
         

         
         Victor curled up on these Scottish linens and willed his back to stop hurting. Hoped again that Elias couldn’t feel the pain
            on his end.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Hung

         
         This morning was more excruciating than others.

         
         Talisman inches from his mouth, Victor felt his agonies layered anew.

         
         His back was on fire, bruised and mottled when he looked at it in the mirror. The hollows beneath his eyes matched in purple
            and green. Standing made him feel as dizzy as he had that very first night. Before he knew what was happening, before he knew
            what he’d done.
         

         
         He wanted to curl into a ball and not move. Just sink into this mattress and cease to be.

         
         Victor left the talisman on the table and closed his eyes.

         
         Elias, wherever he was, had settled. His fear and anger had abated into something more like sorrow or depression. There were
            still spikes of anxiety, but fresh pain didn’t wrack him like it had once before.
         

         
         Victor closed his eyes and tried to push feelings of remorse through the bond, but he had no way of knowing if Elias received
            them.
         

         
         He then tried to push soothing through the bond and received back a push of extreme anxiety and then pain again. Bad enough
            that Victor gasped and curled even tighter.
         

         
         Elias was so sad right now that tears sprang to Victor’s own eyes. He let the waves of Elias’s sorrow wash over him.

         
         Victor was rarely sad, but when he was, he felt it in his face close to his eyes and in his stomach when he knew he was at
            fault.
         

         
         Elias felt sadness like a tsunami that flowed from the top of his head through to his fingertips and down to his toes. Rushing
            forth and receding: the ocean meeting the shore. He felt it deeply, too deep to concentrate in a singular place.
         

         
         Victor sobbed. He clenched his teeth around a wad of sheets and let Elias overwhelm him.

         
         He rocked in place, as all the shades of Elias’s sorrow ran through. Elias knew he was listening now, and this is what Victor
            handed him: deep brushstrokes of the sadness hidden in terror, a lush wave of self-loathing, loneliness so potent it made
            Victor wretch and heave until his mouth filled with bile.
         

         
         Anger, raw and terrible. The kind of fury that made one blind and forgetful in their violence.

         
         Elias pushed toward Victor woe so deep it felt like he was drowning. Dark enough that Victor wished that he were dead.
         

         
         Then the agony of understanding. A peculiar thing to feel, but Victor recognized it anyway. He’d felt it when he realized
            he would never quite be welcome among his peers. When he’d sat in the stuffed armchair at Mr. Sauer’s home and copied addresses.
            Knowing that he would not be welcomed back.
         

         
         Elias followed that with resignation, tight and heavy, centered in his chest, the tragedy of helplessness and the horror of
            that struggle.
         

         
         Then, after a brief pause, like Elias was thinking, he sent him regular sadness again. But this time it felt like rain, like disappointment, refreshing in its regularity. 

         
         Victor grabbed tight to this feeling and held it inside himself, arms wrapped around his chest. He felt his own sadness reaching
            up to meet it. Twined around it until they were enmeshed together.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Victor said out loud. Trying the words out for size. Tasting them.

         
         Elias’s sorrow retreated and something else was filtering through: satisfaction. But not the satisfaction of a job well done,
            the sticky dark satisfaction of revenge well had.
         

         
         A hysteric thrill welled inside him, and Victor got the sense that he was being laughed at. The combination of the two was
            so immediately terrifying that Victor sat up and scrambled for the talisman. He shoved it in his mouth, tucking it under his
            tongue, where it seemed to work best.
         

         
         The feeling abated, but his heart still raced.

         
         Elias felt deeply. The way he felt his emotions was stunning. So much so that Victor had begun to think of him fondly in spite
            of their pain. He didn’t know if you could have another that close to your heart and not ache.
         

         
         But this was a crisp reminder that that was a mistake. Victor didn’t know him. They were enemies. And that was Victor’s fault.

         
         Victor let out a long breath and wrenched a hand through his hair. He wiped the tears from his cheeks and the spit from his
            chin and got out of bed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Trad

         
         Never in his life did Elias imagine that he would travel this far.

         
         The English in Scotland had been impenetrable. The few people who spoke English in Germany had round accents that made it
            simpler to tell what they were saying. Here, it may as well be Arabic.
         

         
         And people here didn’t collect languages either. It was unsurprising to run into an Italian man with some German or a French
            man who spoke it either, for that matter. But here it was English, or a language that sounded like birds underwater. Occasionally
            a word would sound familiar to its cousin in German, but rarely did the speaker slow down enough for it to matter.
         

         
         Here, Elias felt more adrift and more alone than anywhere in the world.

         
         Finding his way to Ayan’s house was more challenging than anything Elias had ever done. Normally, he could just walk up to
            someone and start asking questions that would give him enough to be able to walk up to someone else and ask better questions.
         

         
         It took him three hours to figure out that Ayan was a forgemaster and another two hours to be pointed to the correct forge. Then no one would rent Elias a horse because there was none to be had, so he was forced to walk. He was starting to feel ill as he was running low on pine and the great infusions of strength had slowed to a trickle after his bath in France. He’d seen some trees, but they were in very populated areas and he didn’t want to be a strange foreigner snatching at foliage. He would come back after dark. 

         
         Ayan’s home was rustic. Whitewashed walls and thatched roof stinking deeply of smoke and ash. The grassy area around it was
            bare in patches, and there were pieces of metal and wood scattered around rusting and rotting.
         

         
         It was . . . comfortable. It reminded him of the forgemaster he’d known. A distractable man called Guern with one large muscular
            arm, who made little figurines with scrap metal for yule.
         

         
         Elias ran over the words for his speech in English then knocked on Ayan’s door.

         
         It was opened immediately. Ayan McClean was as wide as the doorframe, red haired and covered in soot.

         
         “D’nna needanying,” he said, and closed the door in Elias’s face.

         
         Elias stood there, surprised. Alain and Colombo had ushered him in immediately. He hadn’t prepared for a door simply being
            closed. Elias thought for a minute and reached into his coat for the blue book. He flipped to a page with a circle drawing
            on it and knocked again.
         

         
         Ayan snatched the door open. “Ayesaayed, we d’need—” he started then paused.

         
         Before Elias could stop him, he snatched the book out of Elias’s hand and flipped through it quickly. Ayan snapped it closed, then stared at Elias hard with his steely-gray eyes. 

         
         Elias put his shoulders back. “German,” he said, putting a hand to his chest. “Elias.”

         
         Ayan raised his eyebrows in exasperation. But, instead of shutting the door again, he ducked inside and palmed Elias in by
            the back of his head. Like his own father did when Elias was being mischievous.
         

         
         The inside of Ayan’s house was extremely tidy. Despite the smoke damage on the outside, the walls in his front room were crisp
            white. Their dinner table across from the fire had a lace tablecloth edged in red flowers that would have been the envy of
            everyone in Elias’s town. Where most things would have been wood, instead the house was filled with metal. Chairs, stools,
            tables, all.
         

         
         Crouched in front of the fire, stirring something, was a stout, curly-haired woman. Elias could hear a girl’s laughter in
            a room deeper into the house. It was . . . a comfort and a revelation that an alchemist could have a family. Could have a
            life so cozy and similar to his own.
         

         
         Even Colombo, with his pretty wife, had a coldness to him. Ayan looked and lived like everyone Elias had known his whole life.

         
         “Moira, weev a’gust,” Ayan said, tossing the book on the dinner table.

         
         Ayan’s wife rose and turned to them. Her face was ruddy from the heat of the fire. She looked wary, but she curtsied politely.

         
         Elias bowed in response. Then, remembering himself, he turned to Ayan and bowed as well.

         
         Ayan just barked a loud laugh and smacked him on the back. “Well’en?”

         
         Elias grimaced and began. “There is a boy who will come to your door . . . ,” he said in English, speaking slow and careful.
            “His hair is yellow and he will be nervous. His name is Victor Frankenstein and he will ask for your help. He is a fugitive
            from justice, exiled by the magicians of our shared country. He has made me a slave and betrayed the will of God.”
         

         
         He watched as Ayan’s face slipped from amused curiosity to something stiff and sober. His eyes darted from Elias to the door,
            then over Elias’s shoulder. Like he was preparing to defend himself or push Elias firmly out of the house.
         

         
         When Elias finished reciting, he pressed his hand to his chest again, bowed and prepared to leave. He reached out a hand for
            his book, but Ayan slammed a palm over it.
         

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         “No?” Elias replied, dismayed.

         
         “Sit.”

         
         Elias stared at Ayan.

         
         Ayan seized Elias by the arm and tossed him roughly into a chair. Oh.

         
         Elias wasn’t sure what was going on, but he did know three things. One: Ayan was much stronger than him and from the look of his bulging calves was probably also faster. Two: being forced to sit at a table wasn’t the worst thing that could be happening to him. Three: this was a house with a woman and child inside it, and Ayan was likely a capable fighter. Elias could not bring violence here. He desperately did not want to. 

         
         He glanced between Ayan and Moira and said nothing. Ayan was staring at his hair hard, and Elias realized that it was short
            enough that it would be difficult to tell exactly what color it was.
         

         
         He put a hand to his head. “Braun! Braun!” he said urgently.

         
         Somehow, Ayan must have thought Elias was describing himself—giving a threat, instead of a warning. Elias looked over his
            shoulder where Ayan’s eyes had been landing. To the right of the door there was a thong of leather and next to it a short
            blade.
         

         
         “Darf ich ihnen Zeigen?” Elias said. Maybe he could show them his markings like he had Colombo.

         
         There was no spark of understanding in the Scottish alchemist’s eyes.

         
         Elias put a hand to his chest. “Elias Hilfiker.” He pointed out one of their foggy windows. “Victor Frankenstein.”

         
         Ayan rushed to the window and looked outside it anxiously.

         
         “Yewbringing imhere?” he said, furious.

         
         Elias shook his head violently. Victor was not right outside the window. “Victor ist in Italien . . . oder vielleicht in . . .
            England?”
         

         
         Ayan relaxed and nodded. “Englund.”

         
         Thank God that managed to get through.

         
         Elias pressed a hand to his chest. “I . . . Frankreich . . . Italien . . . Schottland . . . Irland . . . There is a boy who
            will come to your door.” Then he shrugged. “Es ist eine Warnung.”
         

         
         Moira, who had frozen by the fire in response to Ayan’s reaction, stepped a bit closer.

         
         “Sklave?” she asked softly.

         
         Elias pointed at the blue book and shrugged.

         
         “Darf ich ihnen Zeigen?” he tried again, standing up. The couple looked at him blankly.

         
         Elias began to peel off his jacket and Moira gasped in alarm at the sight of his harness. Ayan lunged for him, but Elias was
            faster. He removed the harness and slung it across the room. Tossing his weapons, his money, all his belongings with a clatter.
            Ayan slid to a stop, looking frantically between Elias and the pile he’d just thrown.
         

         
         Elias put up his hands to show he was unarmed, heart beating wildly. Ayan stepped back, but he folded his arms in obvious
            threat.
         

         
         Elias watched the door to make sure the child did not appear during this and continued to remove his shirt.

         
         Like Colombo’s, Ayan’s eyes darkened at the sight of his bare chest. Like he could see the symbols as clear as if Elias had
            never washed the blood from his skin. But Elias covered it with a hand and shook his head, then turned to show his back.
         

         
         “Jesusmarey und Jossef!” Moira cried.

         
         Ayan clamped his palm on Elias’s shoulder and whirled him back around. He slapped Elias’s hand away from his chest.

         
         “Whatsis?” he demanded.

         
         Elias didn’t know how to articulate this well. He hadn’t expected Ayan to care about it so much.

         
         “Es . . . war ein Geschenk von einem Alchemisten. Ein französischer Alchemisten . . . Alain?”

         
         Ayan paused and his face changed dramatically to an expression Elias didn’t recognize. “Alain Cloutier?”

         
         He looked at Moira over Elias’s shoulder. “Datpissant.” He rolled his eyes. “Busybody. Hessain forsupper. Get Isla.”

         
         Ayan shook Elias by the shoulder again, looking at him with obvious pity, then handed him back his shirt.

         
         “Sit.”

         
         Elias did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ayan

         
         Moira served him chicken and turnips with some kind of salty cream sauce. He ate quietly, trying not to make eye contact even
            though Ayan was watching him like a hawk.
         

         
         Isla, Ayan’s little daughter, was babbling in English excitedly. Clearly asking her mother questions about him, which Moira
            answered dubiously. Her eyes still darted to his pile of knives and leather every so often.
         

         
         This sort of hospitality was familiar to him. They had also had strange guests sent up to their home because the town knew
            they had warmth and food to share. Elias never thought he would know what it was like to be on the other side of it. How alienating
            it would feel to be so far from home that the sight of another family simply living made jealousy and tears stir up in your
            throat.
         

         
         Elias swallowed hard and forced himself to eat the chicken. He couldn’t tell what the sauce was made of and hoped it wasn’t
            hiding sugar. He had so little pine left.
         

         
         Ayan watched him, then pointed at the turnips with his spoon.

         
         “Eet.”

         
         Elias shook his head. Not even for politeness could he eat this vegetable.

         
         “Letim’ alone, Ayan,” Moira murmured.

         
         Elias did not have the words in English for this. “Das kann ich nicht essen. Zucker . . . ,” he said softly. Apologetic.

         
         Ayan huffed angrily, then turned from him, muttering. Despair welled in Elias’s chest. He felt awful being a guest, a rude
            one at that. There was nothing he could do to help it.
         

         
         He wanted to leave immediately. Elias swallowed again and his throat ached, and he could feel tears warring behind his eyes
            like fire ants. The thread inside him vibrated harder, sending this to Victor, and Elias was forced to close his eyes to gentle
            it.
         

         
         When he opened them, the table was quiet and everyone was looking at him.

         
         Elias couldn’t do this. His cheeks burned.

         
         He began to stand “Dankeschön—”

         
         Ayan placed a hand on his shoulder to press him back into the chair. When his palm made contact, Elias flinched. Ayan drew
            his hand away, brow furrowing.
         

         
         Moira picked up his dinner and scraped the turnips onto her own plate. Then, to his horror and embarrassment, she slid an
            untouched portion of chicken off her own plate to his and placed it before him.
         

         
         Ayan flicked a look up to his wife but said nothing.

         
         “D-Dankeschön,” Elias repeated. His throat was so tight, he didn’t know if he could eat this.

         
         But he had to. He had to.

         
         He chewed as the entire family watched. Emotions flashing by on Ayan’s face like quickly passing seasons. Moira turned back to Isla and said something that made her get up and go to switch the dinner cauldron with a pot of water. 

         
         Isla scampered back to the table, yelling something excitedly. Moira smiled at her and pinched her cheek, then let her be
            dismissed.
         

         
         When Isla had disappeared, door slamming behind her, the couple turned back to Elias. A tear dripped down Elias’s nose to
            land in the sauce.
         

         
         Ayan steepled his hands on the table in front of him. “Italy, Scochtlund, Ayrlund . . . ,” he said, thinking.

         
         Elias wiped his face with one hand and continued eating. Moira got up when the pot began to bubble and poured them all hot
            mugs of water. She went to the larder and came back with tea. Elias stood and Ayan let him this time. He went to his jacket
            and came back with his small, nearly empty container of pine needle powder.
         

         
         Moira and Ayan watched curiously as he returned and poured the rest in the water.

         
         “German?” Ayan said, snatching the glass jar from the table as soon as Elias put it down. Ayan sniffed it hard, then stared
            at the remains of the powder. No this . . . wasn’t entirely a German custom, but Elias couldn’t explain so he just shrugged.
         

         
         Ayan exchanged a glance with Moira and got up. “Elbe bach.”

         
         He disappeared deeper into the house, leaving Elias alone with his wife. Moira gathered the dishes into a stack and placed them in a basin for washing later. Then she returned to the table. She sat in Ayan’s seat, pulled it closer to him, took Elias’s hand, and pressed it between the two of hers. 

         
         “Ahr yewahl richt?” she asked softly.

         
         Elias knew her question from the tone. He shook his head, and more tears came. His chest felt like it was full of bees. He
            wanted to hide his face. The smell of pine, food cooking, and tallow candles was too much like home. Isla loudly playing was
            too much like Gida. The plush weight of Moira’s hands was . . .
         

         
         Elias wiped his face and took a shuddering breath. “Ich wollen nach Hause zu meiner Familie gehen,”* he said out loud for the very first time. Admitted it, helplessly, like a child.
         

         
         Moira clearly still did not understand him, but she clucked her tongue and pet the top of his hand in sympathy. Somehow it
            felt safe to say these things to unhearing ears.
         

         
         “Ich vermisse mein Mama,”* Elias choked. He covered his eyes and sobbed, just the once.
         

         
         “Yore mama?” Moira asked sadly, then crooned to him.

         
         Elias pushed his tea away so he could hide his face in his arms properly. Moira released his hand and, after a moment of hesitation,
            brushed through the spikes of his hair. Elias tried to be quiet. He held his hand over the thread inside him and willed it
            to keep from shaking. The vibrations were hurting him, but he could not let Victor share in this. It was humiliating.
         

         
         He let out a soft keen, and Moira kindly gripped the back of his neck as he shook.

         
         Ayan returned. Elias looked up at the sound of Ayan’s footsteps and wiped his face quickly. Forcing down his grief. Ayan was
            holding an armful of slim pine branches. He dumped them on the table and settled into Moira’s chair. His eyes flashed at his
            wife, but he didn’t tell her to stop comforting him.
         

         
         Instead he began to strip the needles from the branches and place them in a tidy pile. Moira joined him in the task, pushing
            a few branches over to Elias to help.
         

         
         They stripped needles by the quiet crackle of the fire for many moments. Elias kept his eyes on the metal of the table and
            on his task.
         

         
         Eventually they finished and Ayan got up. He took the large knife from the wall and began to chop the needles into more manageable
            pieces. Not as good as if there was time to dry and powder them but enough that Elias could fit more of them into his little
            glass jar than if they’d gone in whole.
         

         
         “Alain Cloutier,” Ayan said suddenly. “Ist whise, fore ahl hees a richt khunt.”

         
         Elias just looked up at him. The Scottish alchemist blazed red by the light of the hearth. He pointed to Elias’s chest, then
            gestured between him and his wife. Elias didn’t understand. He shook his head.
         

         
         Ayan rolled his eyes, clearly giving up on communication. Moira tried instead. She pressed a hand against Elias’s chest, then
            pointed to herself. “Victor Frankenstein.” She placed her other hand over her heart.
         

         
         Elias flushed. He shook his head.

         
         “Nein. Nein.” He did not know exactly what they were implying, but whatever it was gave way too much weight to the relationship
            he had with that madman. Current or otherwise.
         

         
         Moira shrugged. “Kommunikation. Unterstanding.”

         
         Elias frowned and looked away.

         
         “Victor Frankenstein ist ein Monster,” he whispered.

         
         Ayan snorted. He poured the pine needles from his bowl into Elias’s jar and pushed it across the table.

         
         “Ye rik off blut,” he replied with a wary glare.

         
         That Elias understood, but he had bathed so many times between the last time he was covered in blood and now. He wasn’t even
            wearing the same clothes, besides his harness. He couldn’t understand how these people were so attuned to it.
         

         
         Ayan went and picked up Elias’s things. He held out Elias’s harness until Elias put his arms inside and shrugged it back onto
            his shoulders. Then he handed him his jacket.
         

         
         “You khant stayheer, vith Isla,” Ayan said gently. “Danke yew fore de warning.”

         
         Elias nodded. He bowed to Moira and to Ayan. He looked longingly at his book, which was still on the table.

         
         Ayan sighed and picked it up and handed it back. Before Elias’s fingers could make contact with the cover Ayan shook it at
            him.
         

         
         “Dangerous,” he said sternly, then pushed it into Elias’s arms.

         
         Elias nodded and turned to go, then he remembered something.

         
         “Brogan?” he asked.

         
         Ayan brightened. “Brogan!” he said cheerily, then smirked. “Kilmeaden.” Then he shrugged. “Spakes German. Shoodt be yessier.”

         
         Kilmeaden. “Kilmeaden,” Elias said again.

         
         “Kill-MEE-dehn,” Ayan clarified. Elias repeated it until he got the accent right.

         
         Ayan opened the door for him and to Elias’s surprise followed him out into the night, closing the door softly behind them.
            Elias looked up at Ayan, fear beginning to well in his heart, but the Scottish alchemist just humphed low in his throat and
            reached out to Elias’s face.
         

         
         Elias’s tears had long since dried in the heat of the fire, but Ayan’s stout grubby finger traced their paths anyway.

         
         “Aye’ll venge ye,” he said, soft and stern.

         
         Then he chucked a kind fist against the edge of Elias’s jaw, as if to make even with his own tenderness, and disappeared back
            into his home.
         

         
         Elias stood there by himself, in the cold, and closed his eyes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Storm

         
         Elias could have headed back to the heart of town to go to a tavern. Could have warmed himself by another fire and nestled
            into clean sheets.
         

         
         Instead, he walked away from Ayan’s house and into the dark. Until he couldn’t see any light made by man and his eyes adjusted
            to the moon and stars. He crouched down in the middle of a field and turned his face up to the sky.
         

         
         Elias’s breath was steam and his cheeks were numb with cold. He brushed his fingers against where the Italian girl had kissed
            him.
         

         
         He had never felt so lonely. Not on the first train from Germany, not on the boat hiding from that family. Not in Alain’s
            hands, not during his crimes in Geneva. Not when he lay on the ground curled around Agatha’s doll had he ever felt so isolated
            from all men.
         

         
         He smelled, even to his sympathizers, of blood that could not be washed, and there was no one left who could understand that he smelled like justice. More, did the rules of a place he could never return matter? Where the community that would have held him, would have cried out with rage for him as he sought his retribution . . . were not the ones out here in this wide world who could touch him gently? He wanted to be touched gently.
         

         
         Before he came to this place, Elias’s world was so small.

         
         This is a thing one cannot know until they leave.

         
         His world was still that small in Geneva.

         
         Now he had no home.

         
         The thread in him started to vibrate again as Elias pressed his forehead to the frosted ground. He did not have tears for
            this, but he let the hole inside him grow wider and deeper until it swallowed him entirely. He shook and rocked back and forth
            in the moonlight. He was alone, he was alone, he was alone.
         

         
         Elias froze to death in the grass . . .

         
         `and woke the next day.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Green

         
         Ireland was not far away. The boat ride would take half a day so Elias had some time to burn.

         
         After he had thawed fully and stretched out, his clothes were drenched. He could tell some animal had been licking his frozen
            face, which was disgusting.
         

         
         He asked after weather in the far north and was told it was colder there but not as cold as Russia. Elias purchased a new
            set of clothes, wool and itchy, but they protected him from the elements.
         

         
         Elias dragged his fingertips across the heartstring as he sat in a tavern and ate hunks of flavorful sheep. Victor was somewhere
            feeling petulant and perhaps a bit nauseous. He sent Victor a twang of amusement and got back sharp irritation. Elias smiled.
            Despite it being Victor, it felt nice to have someone to tease.
         

         
         He boarded the boat, warm and full, with a lighter heart than he had the previous night. He was looking forward to Brogan
            who “spake German” and made Ayan’s bright eyes twinkle.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ireland

         
         When Victor reached Brogan’s home, he nearly missed it. It blended so well into the hills. The only reason his eyes caught
            the glass of a window reflecting the sunshine was because he was looking for it.
         

         
         Brogan’s house was built into a side of grass and covered with weeds. He didn’t have a small farm like Willem or a gate to
            the property, just a wooden door, fully green with moss, and a bell by the knocker.
         

         
         Victor looked around, then shrugged and tied his horse to the door handle. The nearest tree was about fifty feet away.

         
         He rang the bell, then stood back a few paces, in case Brogan was in the same mood that Ayan had been.

         
         After a moment, the door pushed open.

         
         Brogan was . . . particular looking. It took Victor a few moments of silence and staring to realize that Brogan was a woman.
            A bearded woman but a woman nonetheless.
         

         
         She was looking back at him, expressionless. Not even curious the way Bradley had been or full of pity like Willem.

         
         “My sincerest apologies for bothering you,” Victor started. “Can I ask a minute of your time?”

         
         “You missed him by a week,” Brogan replied instead. Brogan’s voice was deep and rough, but still it was a woman’s voice.

         
         Victor didn’t know what to say.

         
         Brogan looked over at Victor’s horse. She was a red mare, a bit old but had been very kind with him. Not bucking even when
            it had taken him longer than most to climb to the saddle.
         

         
         Brogan reached over and patted her nose gently.

         
         “You can have her if you like,” Victor said.

         
         “How will you get back?”

         
         Victor sighed. “I will ride her and then pay to have her ridden back to you.”

         
         Brogan snorted like that was a silly idea, then waved him into her house.

         
         “You don’t think far past your nose, do you?” she scoffed.

         
         Victor didn’t reply. He didn’t feel like he had a right to.

         
         Brogan’s house was brighter inside than he thought someone living under a mountain could manage. There were many windows,
            twice as many as a normal house, and the sunshine filtered through in beautiful golden rays. The walls inside were whitewashed
            and the floors had been rubbed hard with oil. They were dirt like Willem’s but much better quality. Almost passing for stone.
         

         
         The ceilings were low, but Brogan wasn’t tall, so that issue was more of a problem for Victor.

         
         To his surprise, she led him into a bedroom and began stripping the bed. She shook out the sheets and dressed the bed in new ones while Victor stood in the doorway, watching awkwardly. 

         
         “Take your rest. When you wake, we will eat and talk,” she said.

         
         She pushed past him and shut the door firmly behind herself, brokering no argument on the subject.

         
         Victor coughed hard. He winced, rubbing his ribs, and collapsed into the sheets while still dressed. He wasn’t the sort of
            person who liked to sleep during the daytime, but he didn’t have that choice anymore. He needed rest, craved it like water.
            Craved it like someone who would likely lie down one day and never get back up.
         

         
         When they had been younger, Elizabeth had fallen ill with fever. She described it as drowning in the warmest ocean with one
            half of her covered in ice. With the light above him spinning and the rims of his eyes aching, he had to concede that she
            was right.
         

         
         Victor rubbed his face against the bed and thought of her. She wouldn’t want him like this. He thought, with desire, about
            how cool her hand would feel on his face. How soft lying in her lap would be.
         

         
         But he couldn’t sink into that fantasy fully because now he understood that he didn’t deserve it. Or her, rather.

         
         Victor thought for the very first time, what she would think of the image of him standing with a cat lifeless in his hands
            during the earliest days of his experimentation. Thought of her love for kittens and his eyes grew prickly again. He didn’t
            have enough water inside to cry.
         

         
         He wanted to get up out of this bed and lie down on the floor. But even the warmth of the sun would feel like too much of a gift. 

         
         Victor let the talisman slip out of his mouth. He weakly tried to push Elias the feeling of the comfort of this place, the
            nameless ache in his chest.
         

         
         He didn’t get anything back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Drone

         
         He woke to Brogan sponging sweat off his forehead.

         
         “You don’t have to—” Victor started, opening his eyes.

         
         “Don’t tell me what to do.” Brogan huffed.

         
         She was rude, but Victor didn’t have the heart to care.

         
         “What did he tell you when he met you?” Victor asked, swallowing.

         
         Brogan stopped and sat back to look at him. She squeezed the water from her cloth into a bucket. Victor wondered, in a flash
            of hysteria, if the other alchemists knew she was a girl. They must: none of them were idiots. But it still somehow shook
            him. He was too afraid and ashamed to ask about it.
         

         
         “He understands you better than you know,” Brogan said finally. “Come, we are to eat.”

         
         Victor rose with great effort and followed her into a cozy living room. It was night now and the house was golden with lanterns
            and candles. It was a much larger house than Victor had thought. The ceiling dipped and swelled with the hills above it, and
            he could tell there were many rooms. It was bigger than Alain’s cottage by double.
         

         
         He looked at Brogan’s old and veined hands and wondered if she had carved out the house herself. She must have. There were no paintings of loved ones or items that looked like they belonged to anyone else. Even the room he had slept in was impersonal, empty. 

         
         Brogan left him in a plush chair made of wood and homespun fabric. The house smelled like earth, clean wool, herbs, and the
            food Brogan had been cooking.
         

         
         She brought him a bowl of root vegetables in a thick cream sauce. Then she settled across from him on a much harder wood chair.

         
         “Elias Hilfiker sat where you are sitting,” she said.

         
         Victor closed his eyes to absorb that blow, then opened them and nodded.

         
         “He came to my house, still stinking of blood and foul deeds. His clothes black and face haggard. But he has a kind gaze,
            soft like a child’s, so I let him in.”
         

         
         She ate for a while in silence. Victor leaned his elbow on the arm of the chair for extra support and listened.

         
         “Alchemists do not do deals with the common folk. But he stank of our magic,” Brogan continued. “How much do you know of him?”

         
         Victor shrugged. “I met him twice. I . . . hunted him. Picked him because he was light and near death himself.”

         
         Brogan shook her head. “You stole from God.”

         
         Victor rubbed his face. “Willem said that,” he whispered.

         
         Brogan nodded. “Willem is a good boy. He was my apprentice, you know. You are supposed to be found, sworn to our ways, and placed with someone who teaches you the meaning of your own strength. If you’d had the patience to wait, you would have learned that enchantments that require words are deals, not expressions of true power.”
         

         
         She leaned forward and jabbed her spoon at Victor’s chest. “Did Willem need words for that?” she said. “No.”

         
         “You can see it?” Victor covered his heart with his hand.

         
         Brogan pursed her lips. “I don’t have to. It’s good work and settling fine. Without it you’d be dead by now.”

         
         Victor nodded and took another spoonful of his rich soup. He was beginning to become immune to bad news.

         
         “Elias, how did he . . . How was he doing?” Victor asked tentatively.

         
         Brogan took another bite. “He was the most favored child in his house. Well-loved and taken care of. When he came to them
            after your wickedness, they could not recognize him and drove him from his own home and into the woods.”
         

         
         Victor put the spoon down.

         
         “They were going to let him stay with them until the end. They didn’t mind him being weak because he was kind. They didn’t
            mind that he was slow and fatigued easily. They worked hard to provide him with meat and to take him to doctors in the city.
            They were happy to have every moment with him because they knew there wouldn’t be many.”
         

         
         Brogan tilted her head at him. “They were so happy you were interested in him. It is different in the country. Life is precious
            and love is hard to find; there’s no care for politics. Their child courting the attention of a person of means, young and
            beautiful—a man, too, as his attentions lie that way. How lucky. How fortunate for their beloved eldest son.”
         

         
         She took another bite and shrugged. Victor saw Willem in the gesture.

         
         “By the time he reached me, he had managed to fill the holes that were missing from his study. He’s remarkably bright, and
            with the strength he is gaining at your expense, he walked into my home hale and hardy. Does that answer your question?”
         

         
         Victor nodded. He took another spoonful of the soup because he had to.

         
         Brogan finished her bowl and got up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rhyme

         
         After they ate, Brogan coaxed him down onto a pile of blankets in the center of the room.

         
         Then she sat by his side and began to rub ointment into the welts on his back.

         
         “I asked Willem how to fight Elias, if the time came for it, and Willem asked me why I would want to. But I didn’t understand
            him then,” Victor whispered.
         

         
         “And you understand him now?” Brogan had a light touch, even lighter than Willem’s and in it Victor mourned what he’d lost.

         
         Victor nodded and turned his head to look up at her.

         
         “I don’t understand this. None of you are nice, really. But all of you are so kind.”

         
         Brogan hummed and kneaded into Victor’s shoulders and arms. Unwinding his knots.

         
         “Kindness doesn’t need a reason. It’s not an exchange. Even the most wicked of us knows this. Men who preoccupy themselves
            with deals and trades, seeking to right a perceived imbalance over generosity and connection, they wind up choosing cruelty
            with a full understanding of their transgressions. Power without kindness eventually consumes you.”
         

         
         “So, even the most . . . wicked among you participates in ritual selflessness—”

         
         Brogan took her hands off him immediately.

         
         “No,” she said, firm. “Even the most wicked among us understands that they are not impervious to weakness and helplessness.
            That they are a part of a community and have responsibilities to that community, whether it is aiding any of us at need or
            turning from shameful acts. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Victor said, chastened.

         
         Brogan went back to tending to him, her mouth in a twist of distaste.

         
         “I’m sorry,” Victor whispered.

         
         “With time, you may have been able to unlearn your natural selfishness. I can see that you are trying. But I don’t think you’ll
            have enough time to manage it. I cannot save you, Mr. Frankenstein.”
         

         
         Victor buried his face in his thin arms.

         
         “That’s okay,” he murmured, for the first time believing it. “I have woven this tapestry. If it is not enough to keep me warm
            through the winter, so be it.”
         

         
         Brogan pushed a hand through Victor’s hair, smoothing the strands away from his face.

         
         “You must be on your way, alchemist. If you find him, you may have a chance. I cannot save you, but you may be able to save
            yourself.”
         

         
         “I might be too weak to make it. But that’s all right.”

         
         Brogan shook her head. “We don’t know what happens if one of you dies. Turn over.”

         
         Victor flipped onto his back obediently and lay there waiting. Brogan, without any need for streams or lightning, placed her hand in the center of Victor’s chest and scrunched her fingers together. The opposite of what Willem had done. Then she put one hand on his stomach and the other on his head. 

         
         A pulse ran through his body and a feeling of contriteness hit him; then a jolt of energy and strength returned to him. His
            joints ached less, and his chest loosened enough for him to take a deep breath. Victor’s heart rate slowed, and it immediately
            became easier to move.
         

         
         Brogan let go of him and paused for a minute to pant with effort.

         
         “There, that should last you to—”

         
         Victor hurled himself into Brogan’s arms. He buried his face in her beard, using the health he just got back to tremble.

         
         “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” he chanted, choking on sentiment.

         
         “Hm. A gift of balance from the alchemist of balance,” Brogan said, patting his back politely.

         
         Victor drew back and spit the talisman from his mouth. He curled around himself and felt the confusion and fear coming from
            Elias’s end. He pushed back a wave of thankfulness and apology twinned together, heavy and raw. Held that feeling close to
            his heart, held it strong until he could feel Elias’s emotions pricking over his own. Irritation, understanding, old anger,
            impatience, and something else that didn’t feel like it was for him.
         

         
         Victor looked up at Brogan. “He says he loves you.”

         
         Brogan looked horrified. “You’re hearing his voice?!”

         
         “No.” Victor stood up and stretched. “He hates me so he sends me negative emotions when he sends them on purpose. There was
            a sliver of something else, and it didn’t feel like it belonged to me. So he must have guessed that I am here, and it must
            be for you.”
         

         
         Brogan cocked her head to the side. “What did it feel like?”

         
         “Fond. I feel fondness on the right side of my chest close to my throat. Elias feels it like a cloak draped over his heart.”

         
         Brogan sucked her teeth in contemplation. “If you live, seek out Amhorea in Salamanca. She can be your mentor, if you ask
            kindly enough.”
         

         
         “What is she the alchemist of?”

         
         “Time and feelings.” Brogan climbed to her feet and began walking toward the door, so Victor followed her. “It’s not the most
            powerful of magics, but it should suit you, and it’s far enough from your original sin that you would be allowed.”
         

         
         Victor bowed his head. “Thank you again, Brogan.”

         
         She really was all they’d promised and more.

         
         Brogan handed him his cloak.

         
         “Keep the horse. You can’t send a rider back: they’ll steal it. You didn’t know but now you know.”

         
         Victor swung himself onto his horse’s back. He rode the whole way back to town without needing a break.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Right as Rain

         
         Elias, Victor knew now, was chasing him but found himself a bit ahead instead of behind him. Presumably, he’d tried to gauge
            where Victor might be on his own journey and overcorrected. Which meant Elias was probably already in Italy or Greece by now.
         

         
         But if he knew where Victor was headed, Elias had probably already met with Mr. Sauer, which had thrillingly terrible implications.
            Or at least they would in any other circumstance. By this point, Victor was pretty sure he wasn’t going to make it alive back
            to Germany to get his punishment—whatever it may be. So it almost wasn’t worth being afraid.
         

         
         Victor felt surprisingly calm about the matter of his own eventual death. After a night or ten rolling in bed and feeling
            the emotional impact of what he’d wrought, he was in a mood to welcome even Ayan’s thrashing with full awareness.
         

         
         But he did have his own affairs to sort. He landed in England and headed straight to collect his mail.

         
         The innkeeper handed it to him with a sharp look, so Victor gave him a healthy tip above what he’d already paid for this service and headed up to his room. It was a heavy stack of mail. There were letters from his landlady, from Mr. Sauer, from his parents, and Elizabeth, and strangely one from a family friend to whom Victor had never spoken directly. 

         
         He tore open the one from his landlady first.

         
         She was furious about the house, which was to be expected. But she also informed him that she would not be seeking justice
            due to his meticulous collection of her jewels and valuables. The insurance had indeed covered most of the damages, and she
            had sought Victor’s father for the rest, which had been paid in full. She had given Victor her new address in case he wanted
            to “come by to deliver the apology she was certain she deserved.”
         

         
         The letter from Mr. Sauer was a grievously late warning about Elias pursuing him. Apparently, Elias had arrived without warning
            in the middle of the night, given his butler an exceptional fright, and absconded with Fitz’s address book, the blue book,
            and a hunk of Mr. Sauer’s hair, which he’d torn out during the struggle. Victor felt an unexpected thrill of humor and satisfaction
            at Elias’s brutality. Mr. Sauer, of course, was not at all pleased and would be adding two charges against him in his punishment
            trial. He also begged Victor to get the books back. Which was unfortunate, considering how unlikely that was to happen.
         

         
         The letter from his parents was . . . not pleasant, to say the least. They were cutting him off from the rest of his inheritance until he came home to explain himself. His father wrote of the shame he felt at dealing with Victor’s landlady and suggested that he pay them back for covering his debts with the salary from his first job. His mother just asked for him to come home. She missed the scent at the top of his head and the sweet way he would kiss her cheek. 

         
         Elizabeth’s letter was worrying as well. She spoke of some proposal she had received and how well suited the young man was
            despite the fact that she did not love him. She had only a few short months to deliberate, and if no one came to challenge
            him, she may have to accept his offer. She did not ask Victor if he would ask her himself.
         

         
         She only spoke sadly of a life without his cutting humor and the thrill of his intelligence. Mentioned the things she would
            bake for him the instant he came home. She ended her letter with a polite request that he arrive back to the estate before
            spring, but she understood if he could not.
         

         
         Victor pressed this letter to his chest for a long moment before putting it in his coat pocket with her others.

         
         Last, he opened the letter from his family friend. It was a bit bulky, which was odd. Mr. and Mrs. Ruel lived across the street,
            and Victor’s parents would often visit their home for cards and dinners. They never brought Victor or his siblings, so it
            wasn’t as though Victor had a close relationship with these people.
         

         
         Mrs. Ruel’s letter began, “It is with my deepest sympathies that I write to you to inform you of the passing of—”

         
         Victor’s head filled with a buzzing that grew louder and louder. He separated the pages, staring at the paperwork, eyes blurring
            with disbelief.
         

         
         He remembered the feelings he’d had, going back all the way to the beginning. The first of Elias’s emotions that filtered through to him: anger and self-loathing. He hadn’t questioned why. He’d just assumed the self-loathing belonged to a person like Elias. He would . . . would feel shame if his attractions mirrored Elias’s. 

         
         So deep would that be a part of him that it hadn’t even once occurred to him that the self-loathing could be from Elias doing
            something out of character. He was a farm boy, a barman’s son.
         

         
         With soft hands and soft eyes.

         
         “He came to my house, still stinking of blood and foul deeds,” Brogan had said. “His clothes black . . .”

         
         Victor remembered that simple sadness Elias fed him, the drowning woe, the loneliness, the loneliness. The hatred.
         

         
         “He was the most favored child . . .” They loved him, surely. Brogan’s words echoed in his ears, and Victor dropped the letter
            to claw at the sides of his head.
         

         
         He sank to his knees and pressed his forehead to the ground. He rocked back and forth, choking.

         
         Mrs. Ruel wrote that it was bandits. Who forced the door to his parents’ home. Who slit the throats of all who breathed inside.
            Who left as quickly as they came. His mother, father, brother, Elizabeth, and the old man who tended their garden and animals.
            Left to rot in a cold, empty house.
         

         
         Bandits. Who did not break or steal a single thing. Who arranged their bodies to lie with dignity. Who locked the door from
            the outside when they departed. Who left the chickens enough feed to last a week and let their sheep out into the penned pasture
            to graze.
         

         
         Victor screamed.

         
         He screamed and screamed until fists pounded the door of his lodgings. He saw feet around him, hands shaking him. The paper lifting from the ground and being read, then set down on the windowsill. Heard whispered words, felt a palm on his back, and heard the door close. Still, he screamed until his voice gave out. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Bright

         
         Neither of them had families, then.

         
         Victor lay on his back staring at the ceiling. His fingertips smarted, still caked in blood from him clawing the floor two
            days ago.
         

         
         He’d missed his train from England heading toward Italy. He knew he was wasting time, but he still couldn’t move.

         
         His thoughts still ran in dark circles around him, and though he had the strength to rise, he couldn’t use it. He sipped the
            whiskey the innkeeper had brought him, until he dreamed, until the bottle was empty. He didn’t ask for more.
         

         
         Victor’s lips were dry and parched, tongue sticky as he reached into his mouth and removed the talisman.

         
         Victor turned onto his side and curled his arms around himself and for once—for once—his emotions were stronger than Elias’s. Instead of getting overwhelmed with whatever Elias was feeling, Victor bled his
            ache.
         

         
         He sent wave after wave of it to Elias, until the core of him had been stroked to overstimulation. Sent Elias the rightness of it, his understanding, the wild pain of discovery, and the crashing pressure of recognition. He wrapped Elias in his yearning for Elizabeth and the hope lost at her demise. His childlike grief at his mother’s passing and his worry for his father’s lost impact on their community. 

         
         He could feel Elias warring back with the feeling of resignation, the pounding hammer of justice, the pleasure of retribution.
            Victor drowned him back in his woe of personal responsibility.
         

         
         The knives may as well have been Victor’s at their throats, and he wanted Elias to understand that he understood. This would not have happened without him, could not have happened without his greed and childishness and his first
            act of violence. Elias’s hand may have held the blade, but it was Victor’s hand that brought him there. Elias was never meant
            to leave his village; he was not made for this until Victor carved such a thing into him.
         

         
         It had taken miles, but Victor understood.
         

         
         Elias’s feelings retreated.

         
         In the momentary ceasefire, Victor sent him the sharp pain of appreciation. Bitter gratefulness about how he had laid Victor’s
            family to rest. Locked the doors to protect their belongings.
         

         
         Roaring back came a sensation not unlike the agony of starvation. Victor didn’t have words for this emotion.

         
         He sat up, out of pure shock, and put his hands on his knees while he puzzled it out. It burned the flesh closest to the skin
            on his chest and made the back of his teeth ache. His gut felt concave with yearning.
         

         
         It also came with the burn of familiar anger, like a shout of desperation. But still Victor didn’t understand it.

         
         After a while, it faded to something not unlike tenderness. A gentle emotion that almost felt shy, before Elias cut him off from feeling once again. Like he had when Victor was lying in Brogan’s house. 

         
         The confusion of that was enough to make Victor rise from his bed. He crossed the room to pick up the paperwork and reread
            it with clearer eyes.
         

         
         He had inherited his family’s full estate, the house, grounds, and his father’s patient list. His insurer and family banker’s
            details were included in this paperwork as well as an additional sum that his father had set aside for him from before his
            landlady had arrived. It was enough to get him the rest of the way to the last alchemist and more.
         

         
         Victor closed his eyes and let his sorrow wash through him once more before he called for a bath.

         
         He still had work to do.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         The wind was warm and the soil smelled fresh and green. Winter had not yet touched these lands so deeply. Elias bought a red
            horse, young and sprightly, for his ride to Kilmeaden.
         

         
         Like in Scotland, speakers of German were few and far between, but they were a sight more patient with him here and more than
            happy to take his gold.
         

         
         Elias had seen some eyes on his back, watching his purse, but when he turned—as always—his hard-lined face frightened opportunists.
            There was something about this place. A draw, unlike any other, pulled him.
         

         
         It felt like someone was calling him to a home he’d never visited, too exciting to feel comfortable. It got stronger as he
            followed the path to Kilmeaden, not faltering unless he stepped from the road to rest. It was very curious.
         

         
         By the time he reached Brogan’s house the feeling was so strong that he understood that it was some kind of magic. It was
            like the ground was lit from within but cast no shadow, ending like a beacon on a set of rounded hills. The sun was low in
            the sky, and Brogan’s windows were yellow with candlelight against the ground.
         

         
         Elias got down from his horse many feet from the house and looped the reins around the branch of a tree. He nuzzled the face of his horse and gave her the apple he had saved for her as a treat for the end of this journey. He poured his canteen into her greedy mouth until every last drop was hers and spread the blanket he’d purchased over her shoulders. The night was cooler than the day, and he did not know how long she would be waiting for him. 

         
         Elias approached Brogan’s house, and each step put him more on edge. He paused before the gate, and something in him told
            him it would be wise to say a quick prayer.
         

         
         He went through the Our Father as the hair on his neck bristled, then pushed through her gate to knock on the door.

         
         “Goh Away.” A voice shouted in English before he could knock.

         
         Elias paused. “I have a message!” he shouted in German. There was no answer.

         
         Elias wasn’t rude, so he backed away from the house. Maybe she would come out in the morning or the day after and he could
            yell his warning to her and ride away. He went back to his horse. To burn some time, he curried her and brushed her tail and
            mane, then braided them.
         

         
         Elias settled down next to the tree. The grass on this side of the path was tough and bitter, but a few yards down from Brogan’s house it looked softer. Maybe before he slept, he would take her there. Elias opened his jacket and pulled out Agatha’s doll. The hair was starting to get tangled, so he brushed it too until it shined. Then he cleaned some of the travel dust off his shoes and jacket, ate some dried meat, and wiped his teeth clean. 

         
         He closed his eyes and looked at the string inside him, vibrating quietly as he always allowed it to these days. It had been
            ages since he had stilled it completely. He wondered what Victor was thinking on the other end of it. Elias ran his fingers
            against it and received back only muted impressions.
         

         
         He was confused for a while, then realized: this is what it must be like when Victor was sleeping. He kept his fingers on
            the thread, listening to Victor’s hazy dream state. The ebb and flow like a gurgling spring. His heart beat the rhythm of
            contentment.
         

         
         It was strangely intimate.

         
         A part of him wanted to jolt over a feeling of panic to wake him. But he didn’t. Elias breathed alongside him until his own
            eyes began to tire. He curled closer to the tree. At least here it was warm enough that he might not freeze to death.
         

         
         Suddenly the door to Brogan’s house opened. Elias sat up straight and looked at the door. Brogan’s silhouette filled the frame.
            She stared back at him from across the road.
         

         
         Elias took his chance.

         
         “Sorry to bother you, miss. I must tell my message, then I’ll be on my way,” he called.

         
         Brogan didn’t go back inside, but her chin tilted up. Well. That was better than nothing.

         
         Elias took a deep breath. “There is a boy who will come to your door. His hair is yellow and he will be nervous. His name is Victor Frankenstein and he will ask for your help. He is a fugitive from justice, exiled by the magicians of our shared country. He has made me a slave and betrayed the will of God.” 

         
         Brogan listened intently. Then when he finished, she turned and went back inside the house. But this time she left the door
            open.
         

         
         Elias scrambled to his feet and scampered across the road. The stink of magic was even higher over the threshold. He winced,
            rubbing his eyes at the sting.
         

         
         “Who are you?” Brogan asked. She was pointing a pistol at Elias’s chest. Elias startled and put his hands up.

         
         “Elias Hilfiker. I have traveled very far. I can leave if I am not welcome,” he said, backing to the door.

         
         Brogan narrowed her eyes at him. She was very old. She had long face hair, well brushed and oiled until it shined. She had
            braided it and tucked flowers in to match the braids and flowers of her hair. Elias looked over her shoulder at her home.
            Everything inside it was as intricate as she was. Patterns painted on her kitchen basin and hearth, carpets intricate with
            color. Her house was homey and clean, but it was unquestionably a witch’s house.
         

         
         “There is a . . . force here . . . ,” Elias started cautiously. “It’s hurting my eyes and nose.”

         
         Brogan looked him up and down. “It’s to keep back wicked men. . . . Which more often than not is all of them.”

         
         Elias frowned but didn’t argue. Brogan was old enough to know.

         
         “Sit.” She nodded to the living room.

         
         Elias followed her to a low chair across from a couch. There was a wide space between them, cold and formal. He anxiously settled into the chair and she sat before him, pistol trained on his heart, hand resting on her knee. 

         
         “You said you have been made a slave. To who?” Brogan demanded.

         
         Elias placed his palms up on his knees in open surrender before answering.

         
         “A boy called Victor Frankenstein.” Elias confessed. “He . . . stole me from my home.”

         
         “You were taken . . . from your home by a boy? You’re a man full grown and strong.” Brogan scrutinized him suspiciously.

         
         Elias shook his head. “It was not always so.”

         
         Brogan sniffed hard. “You smell of blood and death.”

         
         “I killed his family. In the way of justice befitting to my people.”

         
         “Your people are child killers?” Brogan whispered dangerously.

         
         Elias shook his head. “Not . . . not always. There are circumstances . . . Not. I . . .” He paused. “I should not have done
            that. But there was no other way.”
         

         
         “There are always other ways,” Brogan said resolutely.

         
         Elias bit his tongue bitterly. “I am sorry,” he said.

         
         Brogan let his apology stink in the air for a while.

         
         “Tell me, from the beginning, and I will listen. And judge,” she said.

         
         Elias closed his eyes at the frisson of pain from that.

         
         “I . . . Okay. Okay. I’m the son of tavern keepers. I have three sisters, all unmarried, the eldest just out into society. I am my father’s only son. I . . . I do not . . . I was not appropriate for marriage. Before Victor took me, I was much weaker. I have the sugar sickness—” 

         
         “You do not,” Brogan interrupted.

         
         Elias sat up straighter. “No, I do.”

         
         Brogan scowled. “I would smell it on you.”

         
         “Miss, I eat nothing but meat and pine.* Have done so for years. Except for that night,” Elias argued, he pulled the jar out of his jacket and tossed it to her. She
            caught it, pistol unwavering, and put it close to her nose.
         

         
         “I swear to you, I have the sugar sickness. Victor poisoned me to fainting and took me then.”

         
         Brogan appeared to accept this for the moment. “Why after years would you change your protective methods?”

         
         Elias flushed; he hadn’t thought about being asked this. “I . . . He . . .”

         
         Brogan took the safety off with an ominous click. Elias clenched his eyes shut.

         
         “He gave me an engagement token,” he admitted. “A bottle of bitter wine. It was sharp, not sweet, and tasted of lemons. It
            was mine as a betrothed to have,” he said defensively, hating the desperation in his voice. “I did not have much. I just wanted . . .
            I wanted to be close to him, to be appreciative.”
         

         
         Brogan raised an eyebrow. “Is that how they do it in Germany?” she said skeptically.

         
         Elias could feel his cheeks burning. “No, Victor is . . . He’s not a child—he’s nearly eighteen—and I’ve only seen nineteen
            summers and will turn that age in the fall. We would have been men together after the handfasting. My parents just wanted
            me to be happy, and loved. It’s . . .”
         

         
         God, this was embarrassing to say out loud.

         
         “I was going to die soon anyway, it didn’t matter. . . . No one expected me to . . . I couldn’t be an heir. All I wanted was
            my last few years in comfort and joy, to be loved—”
         

         
         “So you knew him,” Brogan probed.

         
         Elias hung his head. “I did not. I confess I did not, but. He. He was beautiful and he said such kind things in his letter.”

         
         Brogan waited while Elias sat there and wished he could die.

         
         “He said . . .” Elias forced himself to spit out words he could never forget. “ ‘The fountains mingle with the river, and
            the rivers with the ocean. The winds of heaven mix forever with a sweet emotion. Nothing in this world is single; all things
            by a law divine. In one another’s being mingle; why not I with thine? See the mountains kiss high heaven and the waves clasp
            one another. No sister flower would be forgiven if it disdained its brother. And the sunlight clasps the earth and the moonbeams
            kiss the sea: What are all these kissings worth if thou kiss not me?’ ”
         

         
         Brogan made a complicated face. “Percy Shelley.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “That’s Percy Shelley. Your lover did not write that. It was written by another man . . . an irritating one if the rumors are to be believed.” 

         
         Elias heard a roaring in his ears, and the thread began to vibrate with the wild beating of his heart. But the magic of this
            place stung his eyes violently, and he remembered Brogan’s warning. His anger could not happen here within these walls. He
            might not survive it.
         

         
         Elias took a few deep breaths to calm himself.

         
         “Okay,” he conceded. “Then, afterward, he took me to his house. He carved all parts of me until I was in tatters and sewed
            them back up. I do not know why he did this. The cuts were not deep but they were disfiguring. Then I awoke surrounded by
            other students of science. He performed some dark magic on me and left me to burn to death in his home.”
         

         
         Brogan looked curious but didn’t interrupt him again.

         
         “I managed to escape, badly burned and yet again disfigured, and walked miles through the woods in the cold to my village.
            When I arrived, I looked . . . so . . . inhuman that no one would help me. They drove me to hiding in the woods, and I stayed
            there, bleeding and burning the whole night. In the morning, I left the town and returned to where Victor had taken me. I . . .
            killed the men who watched my torture, save one who helped me find more information on Victor’s whereabouts.
         

         
         “I met with a grand alchemist called Jaan who gave me the gold and coin for travel and a list of places where Victor may go.
            I intended to give chase and meet him, but I keep finding myself ahead of him. I have been to Italy, France, and Scotland.”
         

         
         “You saw Ayan?” Brogan asked.

         
         “He cut me that pine,” Elias said, gesturing at the bottle.

         
         “Hmm. When did you kill the child?”

         
         Elias wrung his hands. “In . . . In my village a loss must be replaced with a loss of equal value. The child was Victor’s
            brother and with him his mother, father, and a sister, I think, though she did not look like most of the family. . . .”
         

         
         “But you are not in your village,” Brogan pointed out.

         
         Elias met her hard gaze. “I know. And I will never be again.”

         
         Brogan lay the pistol on her lap, no longer ready but still pointing to his gut.

         
         “A family lost for a family lost,” she murmured, rubbing her chin. “It can be understood but perhaps not forgiven.”

         
         “Forgiveness is immaterial. There is only penance and that is an act that must be fulfilled until the end of one’s own life,”
            Elias recited.
         

         
         “And how do you expect to pay for these lives lost?” Brogan asked.

         
         Elias shook his head. “I do not yet know. I hope when I meet Victor, I can ask.”

         
         “Before you kill him, that is,” Brogan said wisely.

         
         Elias stayed quiet.

         
         Brogan put the safety on her gun and laid it at her feet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Brogan

         
         She brewed him water for his pine tea.

         
         “Don’t stop drinking it just because you’re hale enough now. It is a part of you, and not enough is known about your enchantment
            to tell what will happen after Victor’s passing. If indeed you intend to carry out such things when you meet.”
         

         
         Elias scowled. “Why would I not? Less responsible men have died for his actions. Why would I put their lives to waste and
            spare his?”
         

         
         Brogan handed him a steaming mug. Her eyes crinkled with amusement.

         
         “You are so terribly young still,” she said. “Victor is a gentleman, an educated gentleman, with money, power, and status.
            He is a brilliant scientist if he managed to keep you through the night in the state you claim. What say you to the impact
            your revenge could already have had on him? If he changed for the better. Would the illiterate son of a tavern owner have
            more impact on the good of man? A child killer with sharp knives and a book of spells?”
         

         
         “No, but . . .”

         
         “But what?”

         
         “But it’s not fair,” Elias said in a rush, and he hated how childish it sounded.
         

         
         “Many things in life are not fair,” Brogan said archly. “How have you used what Alain has given you?”

         
         Elias looked down at his clothed chest and then back up.

         
         “I’d know the smell of that boy’s magic anywhere. If you were an innocent, you’d stink of blood just for having that sigil
            on you.”
         

         
         Elias sighed. “I used to send him vibrations when I felt like it. Mostly when I was angry or sad because it felt like it was
            his fault and he should bear witness.”
         

         
         Brogan nodded. “And now?”

         
         Elias rubbed a hand over his head, embarrassed. “Now . . . I listen to him sometimes. If I don’t complete the motion, I can
            hear him while he’s not listening to me.”
         

         
         Brogan settled down across from him with her own mug. She took a pinch of Elias’s pine and sprinkled it in her cup, then handed
            him the jar back.
         

         
         “Do you listen while he’s sleeping? Do you know the beat of his heart and the current of his dreams?”

         
         Elias looked away. “Only recently.”

         
         Brogan took a sip and hummed curiously at the taste. “You’re good at that. Better than other people. If you’d had the chance
            to learn properly, you could have become a powerful alchemist yourself.”
         

         
         Elias shook his head. “I couldn’t. No school would take me, even if I’m still alive at the end of this. My crimes could catch
            up with me if I travel in the spaces that Victor once was.”
         

         
         Brogan shrugged. “Suit yourself. But I bet when Victor comes through this door, he won’t notice the burn of my protective magic. It is a thing that repels other wicked alchemists, you know. He’ll just feel weaker and weaker until he drops dead.” 

         
         “You said men, not alchemists,” Elias reminded her.

         
         “Oh, did I?” Brogan buried her button nose into her cup.

         
         “Perhaps Victor is not actually an alchemist at all,” Brogan said. “Maybe he is just a learned man with access to that spell
            book you have hidden in your jacket.”
         

         
         “It is eerie how much you know about what is going on under my clothes,” Elias said dryly.

         
         “An old woman needs her amusements,” Brogan replied with a cackle.

         
         They sat in silence for a while finishing their tea. Elias was beginning to get too warm, so he took off his jacket and his
            harness.
         

         
         “To whom does this belong?” Brogan asked, staring suspiciously at Elias’s doll.

         
         Elias took her out and passed her across the distance. “A girl called Agatha gave it to me. Her family helped to treat my
            wounds, then ran me out of their house when they saw my back. She threw it in my direction, yelling at me to stop crying.”
            He snorted. “It was so nonsensical it was almost funny. But dashing naked into the winter, clothes in your arms, is not laughable
            on a good day.”
         

         
         Brogan rubbed her gnarled hands over the doll’s well-kept hair.

         
         “Why do you still have it with you?”

         
         Elias shrugged. “Sentimentality. She reminded me of my youngest sister. I took care of her always and . . . I miss her dearly.
            I have nothing of my family.”
         

         
         Brogan humphed, in a way that reminded Elias of Ayan. Then got to her feet. She laid a woven blanket on the floor, then gestured
            to it.
         

         
         “Put yourself on, boots and all,” she commanded.

         
         Elias listened, clattering to the floor. He stretched out and looked up at her, curiously.

         
         “I could kill you like this,” Brogan said conversationally.

         
         “I cannot die.” Elias let his eyes flutter closed. “Unless you have some way to remove this thing from my back?”

         
         Brogan giggled and put her palm on his forehead. “You would be so lucky, but no. Only Victor and you can remove that. You
            were smart to keep the words for it with you.”
         

         
         Then she sobered. “I wish you did not know your death quite so often, though, young alchemist.”

         
         Elias opened his eyes in shock and confusion and met her gaze.

         
         “Your heart is in shadow,” she said, steamrolling over Elias’s reaction. “It has not been bathed since your first death. I
            wish to clean it for you,” she said. “You will feel better.”
         

         
         Elias nodded and looked down his body to the fire.

         
         Brogan pressed his forehead hard and the bridge of his nose, then laid her hand in the center of his chest. Elias almost remarked
            that it didn’t feel good and just made his nose hurt, when a sensation rushed over him from the top of his head down.
         

         
         It was like . . . lying in the rushes would feel like as a child. Just coolness and motion, no choking on splashes or the itch of bugs and frogs. It felt like the wind on a blistering day was traveling the hills and valleys of him. 

         
         Elias gasped and arched up into it. He could feel his hands reaching up and Brogan grabbed them, pressing his wrists into
            her knees so he could brace himself against it.
         

         
         “Ah, there you are,” Brogan said, and Elias could hear her smiling.

         
         It was still so lush, he wanted to roll in this sensation. Elias could feel tears wet his face for the thousandth time, it
            seemed. But Brogan was holding his arms and he could not brush them.
         

         
         The thread was thicker than before, felt stronger, and it buzzed in vibration with greater subtlety. In the madness of his
            pleasure, Elias strummed it to share this with Victor—or at least to lessen it for himself so he could breathe and think.
         

         
         He could feel Victor snatching on to the feeling. Gratefulness and delight surged to him from Victor’s side, flavored with
            tiny pricks of pain.
         

         
         “Interesting.”

         
         Elias, embarrassed, began to pull back, but Victor yanked him forward, taking of this sensation to help with something going
            on in his world. Elias just lay there and let him, though it ruined this just a bit.
         

         
         When Victor let go, the feeling rushed back to him at full intensity. Elias moaned, shamelessly.

         
         “Such a creature,” Brogan said, and released him.

         
         Elias wrapped his arms around himself, still quaking. He felt strange and new, like he’d been scrubbed all over with wire, dashed through hot water, then tossed in the sea. 

         
         “Hmm,” Brogan said over his gasping. “Margarite’s child.”

         
         “How do you know my mother?” Elias rasped, fear beginning to leak through this glow.

         
         Brogan shrugged. “I don’t. That is how your soul spells your name.”

         
         Elias closed his eyes and struggled to sit up. “I cannot spell,” he admitted. “The letters move before my eyes.”

         
         Brogan put a hand on his cheek. “Your heart does not need letters to know who loves you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Crisp

         
         He was allowed to sleep in an unused bedroom, then pushed outside the door at dawn.

         
         Brogan did not want him weakening her barrier any longer with his “strange energies” as she put it.

         
         She kept calling him an alchemist for the rest of the visit, and it made Elias feel uncomfortable. Brogan was kind and interesting
            but frightening. He was glad to leave.
         

         
         As he mounted his horse, she came after him with a wrapped gift and told him he had no need to visit Bradley King. The package
            was for her apprentice Willem in the Netherlands, who would see him to the end of his journey.
         

         
         He asked if that meant Willem was to be taking him to Russia, but Brogan refused to clarify. She squeezed his shoe affectionately,
            because his hand was a bit too high for her to reach. Then she left him, like all the others.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Dawn

         
         People were singing in the tavern beneath the inn as Elias lay in bed too far from sleep. He’d had to wait two days for a
            boat heading as far as the Netherlands.
         

         
         Ships to England came and went often, but heading that far north was a special occasion.

         
         Elias liked Ireland, though not as much as Italy. He was aware that it had something to do with the weather. Perhaps he would
            come back in the summer and see if that changed.
         

         
         He huffed a laugh, thinking again. Perhaps in the summer. He probably wouldn’t have money for travel next year. This was probably
            the only travel he would get to have in his entire life.
         

         
         Elias turned over, rested his chin in his arms, and breathed in the scent of crisp Irish linen.

         
         Perhaps instead . . . if he survived this and went back to normal, he could go to Alain. Stay with him and learn the mysteries
            of blood. Clean that horrible room and tend the garden to pay for his upkeep. Get buried under the peach tree in a few years.
         

         
         Unless Victor’s request required him to live in Germany . . .

         
         He did have plans to return to Jaan and that one student—if he hadn’t already fled Ingelstad. Jaan and Reiner did seem pretty happy with their current arrangement. But perhaps Jaan, who started weeping at the idea that Elias didn’t know how to read, would take to the challenge long enough for Elias to find placement elsewhere. 

         
         Elias wasn’t exactly enjoying Brogan’s implications regarding him, but they did bring forth a question he hadn’t had before
            meeting her.
         

         
         An alchemist, from his previous understanding, was someone who went to school, got a degree, was placed with an apprenticeship,
            chose what element to craft in, then embedded themselves in a community and built out the ability to make dynamic impact on
            people. There appeared to be some kind of magic involved, but it wasn’t a lot, and it seemed to be immaterial or literally
            just very advanced science.
         

         
         Brogan, with her suspicions about Victor, had implied that Elias had something that Victor didn’t.

         
         But where did that leave him? The illiterate son of a tavern keeper, yes. But Elias had never needed anything but the force
            of his will to be strong. Victor had money and status, but he was a coward and an opportunist. Elias himself might be able
            to do more with less, as sad as that was to imagine.
         

         
         Elias brushed his fingertips across the new thick cable between them and felt more echoes of despair. He strained his heart
            toward mercy for a minute, then passed the softest vibration of patience Victor’s way.
         

         
         Confusion and greater despair came back to him.

         
         Elias sighed and released it. Tried to get some sleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sort

         
         If he had not been sailing for four days, Elias would have thought the boat had come to rest on the same shore. This place
            was green and foggy, cold as Scotland but wet like Ireland.
         

         
         There was something in the ground, though, something in the silt of the dirt that made Elias know he was closer to home.

         
         Willem lived far from the coast like Brogan did, and he wondered how else they may be similar.

         
         Elias’s pony was shaggy haired and dark, snorting impatiently to be released from the stables. Elias looked at the sky and
            knew how wetness in the air turned to droplets on the skin. He purchased a brand-new waxed cloak for the long ride.
         

         
         Willem was the alchemist of currents, Brogan had told him. Waves. Wind streams, electricity, motion. Flexibility given flesh;
            no storm could uproot him so far could he bend.
         

         
         And she’d sounded so wistful.

         
         Elias liked how the alchemists were like a scattered family. They didn’t all like each other, but there were respect and recognition.
            Even far from each other, they managed to keep in touch with the generalities.
         

         
         He rode and stopped and rode again, giving his borrowed horse time to catch his breath, so thick was the air.

         
         The sky was so gray he could not tell the time of day; suffice as to say, it was not night.

         
         He could see Willem’s house from a distance and, to his surprise, Willem outside it. He was a brushstroke of darkness against
            endless green, halfway up a hill. When Elias was meters away, he stopped walking and waited for him.
         

         
         Elias tied his horse to Willem’s fence and went up to meet him.

         
         Willem lived in a round house with dark wood outside, several pens, and a garden. The geese gathered to greet Elias, honking
            loudly.
         

         
         Willem stayed halfway up the hill as Elias climbed looking down at him. Elias was surprised to see that Willem was young,
            maybe only two or three years older than himself, not yet twenty-five. He was very tall and not beautiful, but he had long,
            dark hair that the wind was blowing around his face, and that . . . that was beautiful enough.
         

         
         Willem smiled when Elias got close enough to speak.

         
         “Brogan sent me,” Elias said in German.

         
         “You are different than Victor described,” Willem replied, also in German. His accent was closer than Brogan’s, and it made
            something stir in Elias’s chest.
         

         
         Willem blinked at him, owlishly. “My sheep have run. They need to be brought back.”

         
         “How many?” Elias asked, rolling up his sleeves.

         
         Willem began climbing the hill again. “Just the four. But it is in their nature.”

         
         He hadn’t expected to work so soon after a hard ride, but Elias knew sheep. He had done this before.

         
         Willem’s sheep were big golden things in need of a shearing. Their matchsticks legs bunched firm hindquarters as they bounded far from home. Willem whistled at them. They turned to look at him, then continued running. 

         
         Elias laughed. They were so disobedient and smart. He took off at a sprint to catch up.

         
         It took nearly an hour to get them back into their pen. When they got close to the house, they ran to the gate and bayed like
            they were more excited to be home than they’d been in the hills.
         

         
         Elias giggled and swatted them in as Willem watched him, leaning against his fence post. They were both muddy and drenched
            with fog.
         

         
         “So, Victor has already been here?” Elias commented. He hoped he wouldn’t have to stay filthy like this for long.

         
         Willem cocked his head to the side in lieu of a reply. Elias decided that he was quite crow-like. In the way he moved and
            the mischief in his eyes.
         

         
         “What did he describe me like, if I may ask?”

         
         Willem shrugged. “He does not know you,” Willem said plainly. “He imagines you weak and terrible all at once. Like an adder.”

         
         Elias laughed. He laughed and laughed even though he could tell it was rude. He couldn’t stop himself.

         
         Willem just watched silently, his expression curious, though it would have been his right to be angry.

         
         When Elias finally was able to stop, Willem put a hand on his shoulder.

         
         “We should wash.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Willem

         
         Willem had running water.
         

         
         Out in this desolate place. He filled a bath with it full to the top in moments. And it came out warm.
         

         
         Willem saw the look on Elias’s face and did another one of those smiles where his mouth stayed flat but his eyes crinkled.

         
         “There is metal for it to run from a spring under the ground. It passes over the hearth in one long circle, gets warmed by
            the hot brick and comes out here,” he said.
         

         
         More magic that was not magic.

         
         Elias shed his muddy clothes and placed them as close to the front door and out of the way as possible. He desperately wanted
            to sink into this bath but Willem was filthy, too.
         

         
         Instead of getting in first, as was his right, Willem handed Elias a washcloth and small cake of soap. Then he sat down near
            the fire and turned his back.
         

         
         “Thank you so much for your hospitality,” Elias said, and started to lather. “Wait, Brogan gave me a gift for you.” He tossed
            the cloth into the tub and crossed the room to get it from his things.
         

         
         Willem held out his hands for it, without turning around, smelling it deeply as Elias handed it over. Elias sank into the tub while Willem unwrapped it. 

         
         “Hm!” Willem sounded pleased, and Elias heard the un-wrapping of paper. He looked up to find Willem sitting with a pile of
            sweets in his lap. Caramels and butterscotches, chocolates, too.
         

         
         “Brogan is interesting,” Elias remarked.

         
         “Everyone is interesting,” Willem said, popping a caramel into his mouth. He beamed and quickly opened another. He stood and
            made his way to Elias’s bath. Elias grew nervous and contorted to preserve his modesty, but Willem did not even look below
            Elias’s eyes. He pressed the caramel to Elias’s lips so he would not have to touch it with soapy hands.
         

         
         Elias shook his head. He had never eaten such a thing and had no intention of beginning now. Just because it might not kill
            him did not mean he wanted to spend a day unconscious with a man he did not trust.
         

         
         Willem shrugged and brought the caramel to his own mouth, cramming it in with the other.

         
         “It is unusual for sweet people not to eat sweet things,” he said.

         
         Elias blushed and didn’t respond. He scrubbed himself harder. When he was finished, Willem was there with a large warm sheet.
            He wrapped it around Elias like a clean, light snowdrift and lifted him out of the bath. Elias scrambled for a second, then
            just went limp to allow it. Willem was monstrously strong, like Alain. Probably more so, as he was bigger.
         

         
         Willem placed Elias on the couch so his feet did not have to rest on the dirt floor while they were still wet. Then he did something that made the water drain to nowhere as Elias watched with a little fear. 

         
         Suddenly, he looked up and to Elias. “Hmm . . . ,” he said.

         
         Elias blinked back at him in confusion. Then his chest hurt and malaise swept over him. He gasped and pitched forward, catching
            himself on the couch’s wood armrest. He felt immediately ill and kind of weak. Definitely not back to his normal self but
            definitely in a way connected to enchantment.
         

         
         He slammed his eyes closed and plucked his string, sending over anger and confusion. Victor immediately replied with a burst
            of pleasure and a strange impression. Like he was trying to send an image using the wrong medium. As if he was singing underwater.
         

         
         Elias didn’t understand. He met Willem’s eyes in terror.

         
         Willem turned off the water and rushed to his side, grabbing Elias’s chin to look at him hard.

         
         “Ah,” he said. “It is okay.”

         
         He returned to the bath.

         
         “Is Victor dying?” Elias panted.

         
         Willem removed the weird brown shift he was wearing to reveal the most frighteningly muscled physique Elias had ever seen.

         
         “He was and is not anymore,” Willem said. “Brogan borrowed some of what you have taken from him to keep him with us. For the
            journey to Yaroslav’s home.”
         

         
         Elias groaned angrily and sent Victor back a wave of irritation. Then followed it with exasperation. After another moment, he pushed what he hoped was some kind of greeting to Brogan. He wasn’t happy, but he was thankful. 

         
         Willem leaned over and made a closing motion with his hand. The thread stopped midvibration, and Elias crumpled with relief.

         
         “How—?” he started.

         
         Willem shrugged and got into the tub. He ducked his head and popped back up. His dark hair slicked by water made his ears
            stick out. He looked funny.
         

         
         “It is interesting that your tether looks like the string of a cittern,” Willem said.

         
         “I didn’t make it that way; Alain did.”

         
         Unlike the other alchemists, Willem did not react to that name. He also hadn’t reacted to the sight of Elias’s chest or back,
            which in hindsight was more unsettling than if he had.
         

         
         “He did not,” Willem replied, rubbing himself with soap. “Your soul decides. I wonder how Victor’s end presents to him. Your
            end gives you a lot of control, you know. Perhaps his makes him helpless. . . .”
         

         
         Elias did not like that thought.

         
         “Do you have strength yet to stand?” Willem asked.

         
         Elias did. “It is just as if I worked in the field and then stayed up all night,” he said.

         
         “Would you like to wash my hair?”

         
         What a strange question. Without it being put to words, Elias would not have thought of such a thing. Much less if he actually
            wanted to do it. Even slimmer the chance that he would mention such a desire to a stranger.
         

         
         “I . . .”

         
         Willem leaned over the edge of the tub and let his terrible, bulging arms hang. “You have the hands of a father who knows
            how and the eyes of a man who misses it.”
         

         
         “I am not a father; I do not have children,” Elias said immediately.

         
         Willem closed his eyes. “Strange,” he murmured. “You have the heart of one.”

         
         Oh. This was how Willem and Brogan were the same.

         
         Elias struggled to his feet. He crossed the room to get a chair then returned to Willem’s side. The alchemist of currents
            leaned back, trusting and pliant.
         

         
         “Come now, little butcher,” he murmured. “Make me new.”

         
         Elias gritted his teeth at being referred to so but put work to the task. He slid his hands over the crown of Willem’s head
            and then brought the soap to his ends.
         

         
         Brogan and Willem both spoke in vague statements to fish out details. Both knew secrets from a single look. Both used words
            to devastation. Elias was glad he’d visited Brogan first, so he knew how this whole thing worked. Willem seemed to be better
            at it than her. “I used to do this for my sisters and my mother would do this for me.”
         

         
         Willem hummed. He spread his arms over the width of the tub, back muscles rolling like water.

         
         “Braiding is small magic,” he said. “Protection and love.”

         
         “How much of this even is magic anyway?” Elias asked boldly. “Most of it seems like science untimely, ripped from the future
            by gifted men. Always existing within the realm of possibility.”
         

         
         Willem shrugged. “I would not know. It is none of my business,” he said unhelpfully.

         
         Elias huffed. “You remind me of your sheep, willful and cheeky.”

         
         Willem smiled again, turning around to meet Elias’s eyes.

         
         “You remind me of a crow, impulsive but wise,” Elias admitted quieter.

         
         “Do you come to me seeking wisdom?” Willem asked. “Your knives sleep—so long it has been since they’ve seen the sun.”

         
         Elias drowned himself in the deep brown of Willem’s gaze longer than was probably polite. “What do I have to pay for it?”
            he asked.
         

         
         Willem pulled his hair over his shoulder, combed through it with his fingers. “All wisdom untimely requires payment in despair,”
            he said with a curious frown. “But that’s a currency exchanged between you and fate, not you and me.”
         

         
         “I paid Alain in kisses,” Elias said, trying to get to the point, but Willem interrupted him.

         
         “You gave Alain compassion, and he gave you a gift. So long has that man been starved for touch, he would shorten his life
            for the one who noticed.” Willem wrinkled his nose. “He stinks, though.”
         

         
         Elias smirked. “Of blood, I know.”

         
         “You do, too, but not so bad. Brogan must have washed some of it away.”

         
         Elias dried his hands on the sheet he’d brought from the couch. “Alain also smells like flowers. What do I smell like besides
            blood?”
         

         
         Willem rose halfway, dripping into the tub, and caught Elias by the shoulder. Elias tried not to flinch as Willem rubbed his long nose up his neck, then pulled back. God, alchemists were so strange, all of them. 

         
         But Willem shrugged, unimpressed. “You smell of pine, horse, and wool. Old tears and new sweat. Like sheep meat and ice, faintly
            of turnip. Frustration, anger, death, potential. You smell sweeter than when you first came in.”
         

         
         “Sugar sickness.”

         
         Willem nodded, understanding. He stood, unselfconscious, and stepped onto the floor. Elias handed him the sheet still damp
            from use.
         

         
         “Hm. We shall eat and then go to sleep, and before you dream, I will ask questions.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Geneva

         
         Willem fed him well: roasted duck—his turned on a spit separate instead of putting it in Willem’s stew with the rest of his meal. It was well salted and sprinkled with herbs. Willem did not offer him bread, but the smell was buttery and wonderful filling the room. 

         
         He shared with Elias a soft nightshirt and then led him to his bed. It was a large thing for a large man. Covered in wool
            blankets, the mattress lined in fur.
         

         
         Willem settled beside him far enough for politeness but close enough for warmth. Elias’s heart beat out of his chest as he
            stared at the alchemist across the sheets in the darkness.
         

         
         This bed felt more like the one he shared with his family at home than any other he’d laid his head on in months. Elias felt
            sleep tugging at him, but he was too nervous to take its hand.
         

         
         Willem yawned and then cuddled himself into a crescent.

         
         “Now, then. Between the two of you, which is more like a beast?”

         
         What?

         
         “I don’t understand,” Elias whispered back.

         
         Willem sighed but not in exasperation. “You’re both mired in knots of rage and ignorance, selfishness, violence, base comforts, all. You act on instinct. A beast and a monster are not the same thing. Is a bear a monster? An adder? They are beasts.” 

         
         That wasn’t nearly the explanation that Elias expected or wanted. But Willem wasn’t saying anything else.

         
         “I suppose I am?” Elias tried.

         
         “A child killer with a doll by his heart,” Willem said, blowing out a breath. “It is pretty bad, my friend. But Victor did
            not once consider you had a soul or were loved, and he had also killed another man and so many animals.”
         

         
         Elias frowned. “I have killed many more people than Victor, though. I . . . I may be worse than him.”

         
         Willem closed his eyes. “Does that matter to you, who is worse?”

         
         Elias thought about it. He had walked the world for months so sure in his heart that Victor was his very own villain that
            he could not possibly have come up with this question until he was far from Geneva. And after, to ask it would be to regret
            revenge too recently had. So it would not have occurred to him then either.
         

         
         “In pursuit of justice, yes. In defense of my actions, yes. But in a space like this, among . . . alchemists. No. It matters
            whether the people I care about find me repulsive in my badness. If I have community and am embraced, who is worse between
            us does not matter.”
         

         
         “And what of you to yourself?” Willem breathed.

         
         “I . . . I have never liked myself anyway,” Elias admitted, though it pained him greatly.

         
         William was silent for a while, then he reached miles across the bed to wind his fingers around Elias’s wrist.

         
         “You were not so bad before this, I think,” he said, rubbing a thumb against Elias’s pulse point. “And you are kind, even
            in pain. Did you know a hurt mouse will still help a dying mouse? Even when they are just an hour apart from death, he will
            try his best.”
         

         
         Elias thought for the first time in weeks about Franz. He let out a shaky breath.

         
         “Does it matter to you?” he asked, vulnerable.
         

         
         Willem huffed a laugh out into the dark. “Would you really like to know?”

         
         Elias shook his head, then nodded. He felt so small and so far away.

         
         “Hm. I think you and Victor are a man and a man’s shadow. You switch who is to be the shadow and who is to be flesh. Half
            of Victor’s soul is in your body, and it likes it so much better there. Brogan took from you and some of what you are slipped
            over. Victor may be kinder now because of it. I may like him more than I did when first we met,” Willem said, and it was the
            longest Elias had heard him speak at once.
         

         
         “Which one of us is more the beast?” Elias demanded.

         
         He needed to know.

         
         Willem opened his eyes and they glittered in the dark.

         
         “Neither. All of us are monsters, to someone,” he said.

         
         It hit Elias as though he had been punched in the stomach. He contracted around the arm Willem still held firm in his grip,
            his knees nearly touching Willem’s elbow.
         

         
         “I am so tired of crying,” he whispered.

         
         “Do you want to be close?” Willem loosened Elias’s wrist. Elias nodded, but before he could come into Willem’s arms. Willem
            put a hand on his shoulder.
         

         
         “Do not think again to pay in flesh for revelation,” he said sternly. “Have you learned your lesson of honeyed words and deceitful
            touches?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Elias choked, overcome and embarrassed yet again.

         
         “Hm.” Willem turned Elias over effortlessly, so they were front to back. Warm as the baths in Italy, close as siblings.

         
         “Go to sleep, alchemist. Tomorrow will be hard.”

         
         Unconsciousness tugged at him, like Willem’s words were a spell.

         
         “Why do you and Brogan call me that?” he slurred.

         
         “Shh.”

         
         Before the darkness claimed him completely, he felt Willem’s teeth on the nape of his neck.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Oblivion

         
         He woke earlier than Willem. Or perhaps Willem had woken before the sun, fed the animals, and come back to bed.

         
         The alchemist of currents slept wild like Lyra, starfished across the bed, legs and arms every which way. Elias gently pushed
            Willem’s elbow off his cheek and slid out of bed.
         

         
         He went into the kitchen to make breakfast. He boiled eggs and salted fish. He was surprised to find Willem kept berries in
            a pot in the cold ground. He toasted some bread from last night and spread them over it.
         

         
         When he returned to Willem’s bedroom, the alchemist was sitting up and looking dazed. His hair was a knotted mess, sticking
            up on one side.
         

         
         He brightened, reaching out for his dish.

         
         They sat beside each other eating companionably, then Willem made Elias help him with chores.

         
         They didn’t talk much about the previous night and Elias was a bit nervous to ask. He rubbed the floors with oil on one side of the house while Willem washed dishes on the other. Elias picked more eggs from the coop and took them inside while Willem turned sheep’s milk into butter and then boiled it down to a flavorful oil with herbs. He stopped Elias folding sheets to feed him some. 

         
         The sun was past noon when Willem put a hand to Elias’s sweaty shoulder and made him bathe again, then dragged him back to
            bed. He tucked Elias’s confused head under his chin and stilled, like he was waiting for something.
         

         
         Elias bravely stuck a finger out and wrapped one of Willem’s soft whirls around it.

         
         “You live both simply and grand,” Elias said.

         
         “Shh.” William put a hand to Elias’s skull.

         
         The vibrations began to ring in his head, small at first, then bursting forth with incredible violence. Elias screamed and
            knew Victor was screaming also, in discord.
         

         
         The agony was incredible, like the edges of the cord were smashing against the sides of his skull. Victor was angry, but more
            than that he was hurt. The beat of his loss was arrhythmic, and one could not adjust to it.
         

         
         Distantly, Elias knew his hands were fisting Willem’s shirt, but as always, Willem bent before this, unaffected. Victor’s
            anger and pain went on for many minutes before sinking to a despair Elias could recognize. Deep and wide as the black of night,
            suffocating as the bottom of the sea. So he knew about his family, then.
         

         
         “Control it or it will destroy you,” Willem said.

         
         “Could you not quiet it as you did yesterday?” Elias hissed, snatching his hands from Willem’s shirt to cover his own ears.
            It did not protect him from the sound inside his head.
         

         
         Willem laughed. “You are strong enough.”

         
         Elias opened his eyes and forced himself to breathe. His heart was racing fast and black spots darted before his eyes.

         
         “I can’t,” he panted.
         

         
         “Think about vibrations and sound waves, as your soul has chosen that language,” Willem said. “You are bright. But think quickly.”

         
         Elias could not think for all this noise. Surely Victor had somehow survived Elias doing this very thing to him. It had been
            months since—And ah! Perhaps that could work, then.
         

         
         Elias dug inside himself and brought forth the beat of loss that was his own. Instead of bracing against the rhythm of Victor’s
            grief, he remembered the sting of his own and matched it. Sang back at him in the exact tune. Only when he was moving at the
            speed of the cord, tears streaming down his face, was he going fast enough to grab it.
         

         
         It was hot in his palm. He felt his hand blister, like when he beat Victor’s door down so many months ago, but Elias did not
            let go until the thread was steady and quiet.
         

         
         When he opened his eyes, Willem was looking back at him from inches away. Dark and curious.

         
         Elias’s hand still hurt. When he looked down at it, his palm was red and bubbling.

         
         “Oh,” he said. He had not known that would happen.

         
         Willem smiled with all his teeth and Elias saw that he was missing some. It made him look silly and Elias was helpless with
            tenderness.
         

         
         Willem kissed him on the forehead.

         
         “You are one of our house, then. If you survive this.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Pride

         
         Victor did not reach out to him again for two days, and Willem let him stay the whole time. Elias cleared out debris from
            Willem’s underground pipes, fixed weak spots in Willem’s roof. Took his horse out for exercise. Picked and then pickled wild
            onions and garlic. Made dough into hard crackers for the winter.
         

         
         And every night, Willem held him close and told him secrets like Elias himself had whispered to Magda, then Lyra, then Gida.
            An elder brother in the House of Currents.
         

         
         Elias was keener now. He could tell Victor was about to reach out right before it happened. He dropped the broom he was using
            and rushed out to find Willem, but he was too slow.
         

         
         Victor did not thrash the thread. Instead he sent Elias a serpentine ache so deep it made him drop to the floor and cling
            to the leg of the couch. Elias had room enough to send something back. He wrapped the thread in feelings of justice and retribution.
            Victor slipped them together into the discord of personal responsibility.
         

         
         Victor felt he was at fault, understood he was at fault in this. Elias nodded even though Victor could not see him. He grit
            his nails into the wood and pulled them from discord back to a neutral zone. Acceptance of guilt.
         

         
         Victor sent him something new, some kind of harmony. Happiness? No. Gratefulness.

         
         Ah. And that made Elias angry. Victor still, after all of this, was surprised that Elias was kind. Elias had always been kind,
            would always be kind. Elias felt so hideous that he sent something too complex and accidentally shifted them back to discord.
         

         
         He wanted Victor to understand him, to have known all along who he was. So many people knew what kind of man Elias was, how
            he liked to work and give and soothe and love, and still after all this time, after all of their travel and walking and the
            people he met and places he’d been, Victor was surprised. Surprised that Elias, Margarite’s son, was not the sort of man to
            let chicks and lambs die? Elias roared that feeling at him and caught Victor’s alarm and curiosity on the back draft. Victor
            was begging for answers, but Elias did not have the energy to explain. He just yearned softly for understanding and closed
            his eyes hard.
         

         
         Victor did whatever it was he was doing to mute the sway of their connection without Elias’s permission and Elias’s head was
            quiet.
         

         
         Elias let go of the couch leg and stood. He walked until he found Willem in the field, watching his naughty sheep run out
            of bounds like he was watching the inevitability of the turning world.
         

         
         Elias flew across the grass and let himself be caught, unafraid at how hard he collided with Willem. He held tight and knew
            the other man was strong enough to bear it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Long

         
         Willem sent him away, then.

         
         He let him bathe once more in that curious bath, dried him by hand like a babe, then brushed his hair though it was too short
            to do anything with. Elias just liked the feeling. He hadn’t had to ask.
         

         
         Willem let Elias stand with him for a long while at his door, hand cupped to the back of his skull. Elias tried hard not to
            let Victor feel any of what he was feeling. It was private; he didn’t want to share.
         

         
         Elias took a deep breath, then backed away. Willem smiled with his eyes.

         
         “You should study with Brogan, but when you have finished, come back and study with me.”

         
         Elias shook his head. “I cannot; no school will take me. I cannot, Willem.”

         
         Willem cocked his head to the side again: crow-like, beast-like, brother-like at once.

         
         “Why?”

         
         Elias swallowed. “There are exams . . . papers. . . . I cannot read and I do not think I will ever be able to.” And it was horrible to put that to words at last. That he did not truly believe even Jaan could help him. 

         
         Willem just grinned and pulled him back. His lips brushed against Elias’s forehead as he spoke.

         
         “For someone who has traveled so far, you and I both know that you do not need letters to learn. Just listen. Brogan will
            talk and you will listen. Then, after a time, when you are an older man than you are now, you will walk into places and men
            with paper and pen will be silent. When you talk and they hear what you know, they will be the ones who will listen.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Vulpis

         
         Victor traded his hearty clothes for thinner fare, better for the Mediterranean. He spent a few days with a solicitor, puzzling
            through the final details regarding the Frankenstein estate. Then he took his leave of this place.
         

         
         He could feel the health beginning to drift from him again. Not as fast as it had when he first joined souls with Elias or
            after Willem, but enough for him to notice.
         

         
         Brogan had brought him back to where he’d been when he’d first landed in France. Victor now felt the way he did when he’d
            walked out of Bradley King’s home.
         

         
         By his estimation, he should be right back where he started or worse by the time he managed to get to Russia. Which was all
            the better, as that was the last place he could go.
         

         
         Even if he’d made it that far in full health, there wouldn’t be anything but death left for him after that.

         
         At the very least, he was mildly sure Elias wouldn’t beat him to death like that other guy had. It was important to be able
            to sort through things with him in person, even if the thought of seeing his face again still filled Victor with fear.
         

         
         Every time he thought about his family, his anger spiked at Elias. But that rage immediately faded into guilt. Whenever he imagined his mother’s face or his little brother laughing, he was forced to also think about Magda whispering, “He’ll share his cake with you, if you want,” about her shy elder brother. Hear the echoes of Elias and his family enjoying their dinner together. See the warmth of the
            light from their home on the frosted ground.
         

         
         It made Victor want to bash his head against the train window until his brains slopped everywhere. But instead, he just sat
            very still and continued to try to avoid eye contact with the unaccompanied young woman sharing his cabin.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Prayer

         
         There were many connections on the Intercontinental train line. Victor wished he had the time to truly enjoy them. He rushed
            from platform to platform, scuttling into a cabin as far in the back he could manage. Trying to get a room to himself with
            limited success.
         

         
         Every day it got warmer as he left the winter of the north. He wished for cool dry air as his breath became short and his
            muscles weak. He drank water like a man consumed as he sweated precious salts from his pallid skin.
         

         
         He used the rotating crowd to provide translation when necessary. Victor hadn’t studied Italian, just Latin. He knew enough
            about roughly where Cupido would be, but in a country full of strangers and roads named similarly, he needed to know exactly.
         

         
         If Cupido couldn’t give him what he needed, he would head straight to Russia afterward. Victor was already behind and fading
            fast.
         

         
         He had lost his taste for travel. If he survived this, he would pick a place and stay as long as he could. Not his home: that
            was too full of ghosts.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Italy

         
         The sun here burned his skin. He wasn’t meant for this type of weather. Victor wondered if Elias had felt the same.

         
         He thought about Elias all the time now. Took the talisman in and out of his mouth throughout the day, just curious what he
            was feeling.
         

         
         Sometimes Elias cut him off; other times Elias just left their line open. He didn’t push things at him much anymore. It was
            as though they had finally had a conversation that meant something to him, and Elias had decided to stop torturing Victor
            with his agonies.
         

         
         It was different, a steady torrent. Victor used it to entertain himself on the long carriage ride to Cupido. Something had
            pleased Elias a lot in the morning, then he settled into boredom for the afternoon, spiking again to pleasure midday, and
            then settling sharply afterward into disappointment. He wished he could ask Elias what had happened.
         

         
         He smiled at a random thrill of humor Elias had, but laughing at things he couldn’t see felt a bit too intimate. He popped
            the talisman back in his mouth to cease his spying on the other man.
         

         
         Victor couldn’t tell if Elias noticed when Victor was using Bradley’s charm. He wondered, also, what Elias was doing to cut him off on the rare times he did it. 

         
         The carriage stopped at a large white house. Victor looked up at it with dismay. Hopefully Cupido wasn’t another Bradley King.
            He didn’t have the energy to handle that kind of man today.
         

         
         Victor stepped out of the carriage and paid his driver. Then climbed Cupido’s steps.

         
         The door cracked open when Victor knocked on it.

         
         “Scusi? Cupido Colombo?” Victor called, knocking again.

         
         A little girl opened the door wider, looking up at him curiously.

         
         Victor smiled at her. “Cupido, per favore?” he asked.

         
         “Uno momento.”

         
         A very nicely dressed man, hair slicked with pomade, strode quickly to the door, and scooped the girl up. He disappeared deep
            into the house then returned.
         

         
         “Ah, il verme,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Siete venuti qui per chiedere l’elemosina?”

         
         Victor shook his head. “Tedesco? Francese? Inglese?”

         
         Cupido laughed at him. “German very weak. Can make do.”

         
         Victor flushed. He didn’t like the way Cupido was looking at him.

         
         Cupido ushered him inside by the elbow, closing the door behind him. He pulled Victor through his beautifully furnished house and to the back, where a meticulously clean, white room awaited him. Cupido settled Victor down on the cot in the center and immediately started giving him some kind of examination. 

         
         “I must look. Stay still, yes?” Cupido forced Victor’s head back so he could look up his nose, shined a candle close to his
            eyes, thumped his knees and elbows to look at his reflexes, listened to his heart and lungs.
         

         
         Between each examination, he wrote detailed notes. He even had Victor blow his nose into a dish and took samples of his saliva
            and blood.
         

         
         “What are you using this for?” Victor asked tentatively.

         
         Cupido shrugged, then waved his notebook at Victor. “Rare . . . beast, no? Notes for the histories. You have . . . not long?
            The voices?”
         

         
         Victor felt a thrill of terror. “No, the . . . voices haven’t started.”

         
         Cupido laughed and then thumped him on the back. “Good boy. Perhaps one month, then.”

         
         Victor’s stomach swooped nervously. “I’m going to Russia soon, to meet Yaroslav Voronof. Do you know him?”

         
         Cupido pursed his lips. “To Russia? Better go quick.” Then he prodded Victor hard in the chest. “One month, ay?”

         
         Victor nodded and swallowed. “Yes . . . One month.”

         
         Cupido went to wash his hands. Victor stared at the broad expanse of his back and wondered what Cupido saw when he looked
            at him.
         

         
         “Did a man called Elias come this way?”

         
         Cupido turned around. “Elias? He speak . . . not so good. Only German, dialect different. Did not stay long. Mentioned I would receive a visitor and your . . . crimes. Why? You are friends now?” 

         
         It was Victor’s turn to laugh. “No. No, we are not.”

         
         Cupido shrugged once, then again.

         
         “Perhaps, one day,” he said.

         
         Victor stared at him. He didn’t know how to respond to that.

         
         “Come. Do you want to meet my wife? Very beautiful.”

         
         Victor shook his head. He had to get out of here. He felt like he was about to cry and he didn’t know why.

         
         “I have to go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Burial

         
         Victor walked until he found a private spot far from farms and houses, where the grass was green, the trees shaded the ground,
            and the river ran clear and clean by the shore.
         

         
         Victor Frankenstein stripped off his clothes.

         
         The water lapped at his toes, his ankles, his calves, his knees, warmer than any stream he’d ever known.

         
         He felt the silt on the palms of his feet. Dripped sparkling gems from his fingertips on his heated flesh until it trembled
            with goose pimples.
         

         
         He crouched, dipping his head underwater. Let it sluice down his back when he stood. He scrubbed at his hair, opening his
            mouth to tongue at the flavor of his own salt as it ran past his lips.
         

         
         He took the time to feel every part of himself. Memorize it.

         
         Even the hidden parts like the valleys on the inside of his ear, the crease behind his knees, the inside of his elbows. Skin
            thin, rough, tender, bruised, or soft as lamb’s ears leaves—lightly furred or dense with hair.
         

         
         He ran his fingers down his sternum, over his shoulders, parted his thighs. Stooped low to do his ankles and traced the arch
            of his step.
         

         
         Then he waded farther in, eyes still watching his priceless belongings on the shore. Far enough that the water lapped at his chest. 

         
         Victor took the talisman out of his mouth and pushed the feeling of cool water on sunburned skin to Elias. The buzzing of
            his flesh made ripe with his own fingertips. The wind in his blond curls, gentle and fresh. The sun growing weaker in the
            dying day.
         

         
         Before Elias could respond, Victor popped the talisman back in his mouth and headed for the shore.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Rogue

         
         He kept the talisman under his tongue for days after that. Embarrassed by his emotional outburst.

         
         He left Italy, and as soon as he was free of hot climes, he debarked from the train in Poland to buy warm clothes for the
            rest of the journey.
         

         
         By now, Victor could tell the speed of his descent by how people’s eyes skated off him.

         
         In Italy, their gazes lingered. Women smiled at him, children waved, people tried to sell him things on the streets. By the
            time the train passed through Austria, the gazes shifted from flirtatious to wary. In Prague they changed from wary to concerned
            and people began to avoid his cabin unless it was too crowded for that.
         

         
         When he stepped off the train in Breslau, riders had begun to give him a wide berth, and his cough had returned.

         
         The chill hit him mercilessly, blowing through his linens as he stepped through the streets.

         
         People were kinder here than on the train. An old woman, in frantic Polish, pulled him into a woman’s hat store to get him
            out of the cold.
         

         
         Victor stood there, shaking while the shopgirls gathered around him. Asking him questions he didn’t understand. They puzzled out that he was looking for a place to purchase better clothes and dispersed to assist. 

         
         The store had a few customers, who looked at Victor in anxious curiosity as he was fussed over. A mug of hot, strong tea was
            shoved into his hands. A shopgirl who looked to be about Victor’s mother’s age noticed his difficulty holding it and cupped
            her hands around his. She blew warm air from her own lungs onto his fingers and rubbed them.
         

         
         Another, younger and red faced, draped her own coat over his shoulders. It was pink wool with fur at the sleeves. At any other
            time, he would have been too big to fit it. But, diminished as he was, it settled over his shoulders large and soft as a snowdrift.
         

         
         The old woman kept asking him the same question over and over, but Victor couldn’t understand. He shook his head, and tried
            his best not to cry.
         

         
         He had forgotten this. The press of women when their hearts were tender. Their soft, strong hands and the way they smelled
            of flowers and amber.
         

         
         He drank the tea and willed it to thaw him. With him seated and well provisioned, the shopgirls left him to tend to other
            customers. The old woman stayed by his side, still asking him questions, her hand on his wrist in concern.
         

         
         When Victor was able to move, he unfolded a few rubles and pressed them into her hand. She looked at them, then pointed outside
            and opened her hand for more.
         

         
         Victor decided to trust. He handed the old woman a much larger sum. She got up and went into the back of the store and returned in lush furs and tall boots. She patted Victor’s shoulders and made him stand. Then she measured her hands across his back, the length of his legs and arms, and even made him remove his shoes. 

         
         Then she said something resolute and left the store completely.

         
         Victor waited awkwardly. The women had left him by the window. He looked outside at the people passing by. They seemed curious
            that a man was in this store at all, much less one dressed for a vacation in the south.
         

         
         The shopgirls, crisis averted, had returned full time to helping customers. When anyone visibly asked about him, they talked
            quick and low, then turned them back to their shopping.
         

         
         Victor had been sitting there for so long that he was starting to have difficulty not falling asleep, when one of the women
            made a small shout and dashed out of the store.
         

         
         She returned carrying bags under one arm and the old woman leaning heavily on the other.

         
         Victor climbed to his feet, stumbling across the store to help. The old woman handed him the parcel she was clutching and
            palmed the side of his face with her fur mitten.
         

         
         “Mam dla ciebie pare rzeczy. Jak sie masz, trzpiocie?”

         
         Victor thanked her profusely and hoped his face and body language translated his gratitude. She had gotten him a thick wool suit, a fur-lined coat, fur-lined boots, some kind of underwear that Victor shoved back into the bag in embarrassment, a hat and mittens that matched her own, and a thick scarf to wrap around his face. 

         
         Victor hurriedly added more cash to her outstretched hand, then kissed her knuckles.

         
         They let him change in the back where they kept large rolls of fabric and little dried flowers and feathers.

         
         When he emerged, fluffy and so padded with warmth he was beginning to sweat, the shopgirls cheered and clapped their hands.
            They laughed and made him turn around and pose a bit. Which was a terrible use of the remaining strength Victor had, but he
            bore it happily nonetheless.
         

         
         Victor gave each shopgirl a little money, thanked each of them individually, and then headed back to the train.

         
         His veins hummed with satisfaction and joy. He’d never given so much away before. He didn’t know it could feel like this.

         
         As he settled into his seat, he took the talisman out of his mouth for the first time in two weeks.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Mine

         
         Somewhere, out in the world, Elias was crying.

         
         Victor curled closer to the window, away from the businessman right next to him, and turned his face so it would be hard to
            see him.
         

         
         Then he closed his eyes.

         
         He was familiar with Elias’s sadness now. It walked beside him like an old friend. But crying was new.

         
         It was like sadness running down, dissipating slowly as it went. Sorrow welled and stuck in place, but tears had motion. Elias’s
            tears were making him feel better even as they stung, swollen and raw, in his chest.
         

         
         Victor felt his own eyes well up.

         
         He didn’t know why they were crying, but he joined him anyway. Silently in the dark, as the train swayed on the tracks.

         
         After a while of this, Victor felt a push of confusion. He didn’t know if it was for him or the situation, but he sent back
            comfort. The warmth of his clothes and the love he’d received in that small Polish shop. He wasn’t good at making people feel
            better. But for Elias, he could try.
         

         
         The current of tears slowed, Elias’s feelings grew quieter and quieter until they were sitting there together. The bond wide open. 

         
         Elias pushed hesitancy, then stopped.

         
         It was as though they were standing across from each other, with a pool of water between them. Every tiny gesture they made,
            the surface rippled.
         

         
         Victor pushed curiosity and received bashfulness. Then silence again. His bones hummed in this space, this nothingness. He
            rolled the talisman around in his hand, resisting the urge to use it again.
         

         
         He knew something was happening. At this point, he couldn’t tell whether it was good or bad. If having this closeness was
            expediting his death or not.
         

         
         It felt nice the way scratching an itch feels nice. Or how the echo of being electrocuted felt nice in a dizzy, painful way.

         
         Victor bit his lip. He remembered the confusion of that emotion he couldn’t name. How it battered his conscious like an unwelcome
            guest. It was like Elias had been trying to send him something complex that never quite made it through translation.
         

         
         He thought hard, then combined their shared feeling of longing, the scratch of Elias’s version of impatience, and despair:
            I can’t wait to meet you again. I might not make it.
         

         
         Silence. Then a flurry of things flashing so quickly Victor couldn’t quite grasp them all. Confusion, embarrassment, bashfulness
            again, panic, despair, determination, old anger—so old it felt dry and brittle.
         

         
         Then desire, quick and hot. It shot through Victor like a spear to the back and he gasped. Elias had moved on to other things, like fear and regret. But that bolt of desire echoed in Victor’s mind. Tied itself to where fondness lay in Victor’s brain, entirely without his permission. 

         
         He could feel Elias’s desire growing like a vine there and had to stop and manually tear it to pieces. It didn’t belong to
            him. He wasn’t. That wasn’t. That was a part of Elias, not a part of Victor. But he understood it, God did he understand, and he felt so foolish for not respecting that, for manipulating
            that part of Elias. Felt so embarrassed of the boy he’d once been, months ago in Elias’s tavern.
         

         
         Elias, meanwhile, was sending him confusion and sadness, in variation, getting louder the longer Victor did not answer him.

         
         Victor quickly pushed Elias understanding and comfort and the feeling of distraction, and the other man quieted.

         
         Then they were back. The pool of water between them, cool and still.

         
         Victor hesitated, heart racing. Then he pushed a whisp of desire followed by uncertainty.

         
         A wave of humiliation, protectiveness, shame, and the sense of having made a mistake.

         
         Elias hadn’t intended for that emotion to snake through, Victor understood. He huffed and felt fond again.

         
         He waited for Elias to calm down and sent acceptance and wry humor. He dared to send a sarcastic air of being long-suffering
            toward this quality of Elias’s.
         

         
         Nervousness, then something that felt like bubbles rising in his chest. Victor quickly raised a hand to press against his sternum. Fast enough that the man sitting next to Victor looked over in irritation and shuffled a bit farther away from him. 

         
         Victor didn’t care.

         
         He knew now what it felt like when Elias was laughing.

         
         He closed his eyes and let the feeling fill his entire body, let it reverberate even when the source had slowed to a stop.

         
         Let it shiver him to his toes and pink his cheeks.

         
         Elias sent him confusion again, this time light and soft. Like a friend asking him if he was all right.

         
         Victor pushed the feeling of sleepiness. Then he placed the talisman back in his mouth.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Russia

         
         The sleep took him the way it had in Brogan’s house. He woke to eat the small meals served to him and fell back into unconsciousness
            immediately afterward.
         

         
         His new warm clothes kept him upright, but during his small snatches of wakefulness, he could tell he was slipping fast. The
            inside of his coat was slick with sweat, and he shivered. His coughing had frightened his coach empty again. But they were
            in the middle of nowhere, and Victor visibly had money and was very much still alive. They couldn’t dump him in the wastes
            like he could tell the train staff very much wanted to.
         

         
         When they finally arrived in Irkutsk, they ushered him off the train through the back so he did not have to walk the length,
            potentially infecting people with his illness as he went along.
         

         
         Victor didn’t try to explain his situation at all. He just said thank you and tipped them well.

         
         It was night when they arrived. The wind was blowing hard, kicking up dry snow to swirl in small twisters through the street.

         
         Victor’s coat was too warm on the train, but in this weather it was perfect. He could feel his heart rate slowing and his
            fever going down, but it was not enough.
         

         
         His head spun, worse than the very first night of this, and each step was agony. It was like he was walking through thick
            mud.
         

         
         Victor braced himself against the wind and clung to a light post.

         
         He knew Yaroslav’s house wouldn’t be far if he could get to a carriage. It would have been a short walk to the man he was
            back in Germany. But now, burned to the quick from magic and labor, Victor’s joints would not take him there.
         

         
         People shied from him again. He could feel their eyes on him even as his own pinched closed. They cleared a path for this
            horrific sight as Victor struggled across the busiest part of town.
         

         
         He managed to follow the smell of horses to a stable, then paused to prepare himself. He wrapped the scarf as much as he could
            around his sunken cheeks until his eyes were all that could be seen.
         

         
         Then he stood as tall as he could, gathering his strength, and turned to his task.

         
         So bundled and covered, they couldn’t perceive the wasting of his flesh and the sweat that coated him even now. Victor’s voice
            was strong and his posture erect; they couldn’t see his knees trembling above his fur-lined boots.
         

         
         They balked at his request to be taken to Yaroslav’s house, trying to wave him away at first. But when Victor produced the last of his money, the rest of the savings kept on his body, a small fortune to these small-town people, they relented. It was such an offer, they didn’t feel comfortable taking more than half. 

         
         He sat in the back of the carriage. The driver looked over his shoulder at Victor in suspicion for the entire ride.

         
         Twenty rubles for a thirty-minute walk. Victor could understand.

         
         The carriage driver brought him all the way to Yaroslav’s door, at Victor’s urging. Even though it was clear he wanted to
            abandon him at the bottom of the hill that lead up to Yaroslav’s house. The instant Victor stepped out, he drove away quickly,
            horse neighing at the whip on its back.
         

         
         Victor watched him go, the light of his lantern fading into the dark.

         
         Yaroslav’s house was tall, made of stone and dark wood. Beautifully crafted and intimidating, a true magician’s home. Victor
            grasped the knocker in trembling hands and banged against the door.
         

         
         It was silent. He peered around the outside of the house, but all the windows were dark. Victor knocked again, then looked
            back out at the town behind him. It was too many paces, through thick snow and unpaved road. He could see the golden lights.
            It was still early enough to get a tavern room, to pay the last of his coin to die on soft sheets.
         

         
         But Victor knew he wouldn’t make it all the way. His heart beat rabbit-fast in his chest, and he pounded on Yaroslav’s door.

         
         “Please!” he screamed, voice hoarse. “Я здесь!”
         

         
         But the door stayed closed.

         
         Victor sank to his knees, then fell to his side to rest against the steps. He wasn’t too cold: he could wait here, sleep a
            bit, and try knocking again in a while.
         

         
         The coat he had been given was so good and warm, only his eyes felt the chill. Victor pulled his scarf down to cover them.

         
         He tried not to cry.

         
         He’d made it this far; he could wait a while. He was man enough to try again, when he had enough rest.

         
         He just needed to rest.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Adam

         
         Victor woke to the sound of loud banging. He was too weak to turn his head, to lift his arm and remove the scarf from his
            eyes.
         

         
         He heard a crack next to him and a gust of wind buffeted his side. The door must be open.

         
         Steps went past him into Yaroslav’s house.

         
         Victor struggled, begged his aching bones to rise, but they denied him. He prayed to God and tried to scream, but he couldn’t
            gather enough air for more than a whisper. He lay limp as the dead while his chance slipped away. He wept then, motionless
            and silent until he fell back into unconsciousness.
         

         
         Victor woke again for a brief impression—his last, perhaps—of a thumb tucking itself beneath his scarf.

         
         It was cold and stiff, but it wiped the tear beneath his right eye.

         
         More fingers dug beneath his scarf until the freezing hand was able to cup behind his neck.

         
         The last thing Victor felt, before drowning in darkness, was the soft press of a forehead against his own.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            –

         
         
            I believed myself totally unfitted for the company of strangers. . . .

            I, who had ever been surrounded by amiable companions, continually engaged in endeavoring to bestow mutual pleasure. I was
                  now alone.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fool

         
         Elias sat on the train and ached in waves. It had only been four days in Willem’s house, but it felt . . .

         
         Currents were so many things. They were words, they were vibrations, they were the waves of the sea, the blowing wind, possibly
            also the shifting of the earth. It was not so impossible to believe Willem could control the current of favor, feelings of
            trust. Or maybe it all just orbited him and he bent to their will.
         

         
         “Brogan will be waiting” was the last thing Willem had said to Elias before closing his door.

         
         Elias looked down at his hand. His palm was healing with the speed it had back when he was in Geneva. But he could feel the
            strength rushing back to him from Victor’s end.
         

         
         A woman sat in Elias’s train booth, and he shifted to make room. She smiled at him.

         
         His scars were so faded it was hard to see them from a distance and they did not disgust up close. People were starting to
            warm to him again. Elias . . . did not have a taste for it. He could remember the cruelty of strangers too vividly.
         

         
         He leaned his head against the ice-cold window and looked out at the German countryside rushing past. He was almost halfway there. 

         
         Elias felt a whisper. He closed his eyes. Victor was sending him something, but the thread barely moved. He was doing that
            thing where he was trying to send something that wasn’t the right medium for this style of communication.
         

         
         It was . . . soft, what Victor was sending him. Elias listened closely. It was . . . the sound of rushes, a river, the pleasure
            of skin, coolness almost like what Brogan had done for him, warm wind. The warmest wind he had ever felt, then silence again.
         

         
         Elias opened his eyes. Victor must be in Italy now. Then Russia for last. He felt a thrill of laughter at how incorrectly
            he had gauged Victor’s path.
         

         
         This was . . . something. They had come to some kind of impasse. One that let Victor feel as though it was suddenly all right
            to share good feelings with Elias. After nothing but chaos and pain, Elias hadn’t considered that Victor would be the one
            to make the first move in that regard.
         

         
         It was unexpected, thrilling in its implication.

         
         But Victor had quieted their thread quickly, like he was embarrassed. Though Elias had the power now to tear it back open
            and destroy Victor’s barrier, he did not.
         

         
         Instead, he went to sleep. He did not have to stay awake on these rides; every stop was the last stop.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Dream

         
         Somewhere between Saint Petersburg and Novgorod, Victor woke him. Elias gasped into consciousness, alarmed.

         
         He looked around, but nothing in particular was happening. He put a hand to his face and was surprised to find tears.

         
         Victor was sending vibrations along the thread that matched his and it felt so strange. He sent a burst of confusion.

         
         Victor received it, then it overwhelmed him. Elias didn’t know the thread could be used for this. A warmth filled him that
            exceeded what the train provided, and he felt plushness around him like he was being held. Elias didn’t know what to do, what
            to say. He sat in that feeling for a long while until the vibration slowed and it faded.
         

         
         Then there was silence.

         
         Elias could tell Victor was listening. He sent Victor a ripple of curiosity.

         
         It was quiet then, for long enough for Elias to think perhaps Victor had fallen asleep. But then he got more strangeness.
            Victor pushed him longing and impatience.
         

         
         Elias reared back. He didn’t know what to make of that. After all this time, Victor longed for him? For him? He sent Victor anger, irritation, as many of the things he felt about that idea that he could, then ended with confusion and sadness. He didn’t understand why Victor was trying to hurt his feelings again. 

         
         Victor paused. Then Elias heard a note played back, one of his own. A lick of desire, followed by the melody of Victor’s uncertainty
            about it.
         

         
         Elias could not help the embarrassment that slammed into him. It jangled loud, discordant, but Victor soothed the sound back
            to harmony.
         

         
         Victor understood it had been a mistake. Then a light noise. Oh, and Victor was amused?

         
         Elias laughed out loud from pure hysteria. There was no one in his train booth, so close to the wastes. And then he could
            feel softness as Victor explored the feeling of Elias’s joy. Elias’s heart grew light.
         

         
         He caressed the thread to hear more and learned that Victor was tired, about to fall asleep.

         
         They were both on trains to Russia, then.

         
         On the same track, as always, but separated by snow and miles.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Toy

         
         Elias arrived in Russia just as it was starting to snow. It was daytime and the sky was crisp and white. The air smelled like
            metal, smoke, and wood, and he took a moment to breathe it in, grinning.
         

         
         Russian people did not like his smiles, he learned immediately. This was a place where people smiled only for a reason. Elias
            walked from the train station to an inn. He was a bit underdressed and could see it was drawing attention, but he already
            knew he could not freeze to death. This was merely uncomfortable.
         

         
         He booked a room to stay for a month. He wasn’t sure how long it would take for Victor to find his way here, and he was staying
            put until he knew. He had enough money left to get back to Germany afterward and maybe a little more to stay for a week in
            lodgings there if he needed to, then he would be on his own. Jaan’s generosity had carried him just as far as it was meant
            to. Elias had spent almost all his paper money; now he had just coin from various regions and the gold brick. It was more
            than halfway gone.
         

         
         He ate in a Russian restaurant and found he liked this food a lot. No one bothered him for only eating meat and they gave it to him raw, sliced thin and cold. He asked after Yaroslav Voronof, but the people who recognized that name did not speak German and the people who spoke German did not know him. The best Elias could do was find out that he was at the edge of town. 

         
         He set off on a walk and found a house on a hill that smelled of blood from far away. Elias grimaced. Was this how he’d smelled
            to the other alchemists this whole time? Disgusting and dangerous.
         

         
         He bought a carriage ride and eventually accepted the warm cloak that the carriage driver forced him to buy as well. But when
            he reached Yaroslav’s door and knocked, it did not open.
         

         
         Elias waited for an hour knocking before he gave up. He was irritated but went back down to town on foot.

         
         He was here for a week before Victor turned up. He could feel him coming when he opened his eyes, feel that he was miles away
            but close and getting closer.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Brace

         
         Elias had eaten at the same restaurant for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for seven days. He tipped well and minded his business,
            so they got to liking him. They started offering him free things with his food. A plate of berries he sent back. Pickled beets,
            different dippings. He always said a polite “no thank you.”
         

         
         The day that Victor’s train pulled into the station, Elias was eating dinner. The woman who served him went to his table and
            placed a slice of cake in front of him.
         

         
         “Homemade. Mine,” she said in accented German. She didn’t know much. She looked proud.

         
         It was beautiful, golden yellow, many layers with cream between them, and smelled so much like summer that Elias had to close
            his eyes and lean in. When Elias opened them, she had left.
         

         
         He took the edge of his fork and ran it along the side picking up crumbs and cream. Then he brought the tines to his tongue.
            Flavor burst like sunrise, and it made his teeth ache. He could not eat this, but for the first time ever, he really wanted
            to.
         

         
         Elias sat there, staring at the dessert. He could feel the tether between him and Victor pulling and pulling until it got close enough to go slack, then started tightening again as Victor passed him. 

         
         He felt the desire to run after him but didn’t. It felt . . . it felt like weakness, too. Like Victor was dragging him on
            a rope like a dog.
         

         
         Elias sat there and stared at his cake, not eating it for almost an hour. Until the waitress came by and took it from him
            with a resigned, “You don’t need to.”
         

         
         “Entschuldigung,” Elias apologized, bowing his head.

         
         He stood and walked out of the restaurant and across town and up the hill to Yaroslav’s house.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Home

         
         He stood before Victor’s body and stared at him. He looked so much smaller curled up like this. He would have thought he was
            dead if not for the thread’s mild vibration.
         

         
         Victor was crying.

         
         Elias pressed his forehead against the wood of Yaroslav’s door for a moment and sighed. Then he took a few steps back and
            rammed it with his shoulder. He hit the door again and again until the wood around the lock began to splinter, then he stepped
            back to give himself a running start and kicked the door in completely.
         

         
         Yaroslav’s house was as cold inside as it was outside. Elias did not take his shoes off to walk on his carpet. The hearth
            was cold; all the hearths were cold in here.
         

         
         Elias went upstairs and into every room until he smelled the stink of blood much stronger than anywhere else. He followed
            his instincts down into a basement with walls of rough rock and stood in the doorway.
         

         
         He could see a foot, bare and blue in the moonlight. Frozen.

         
         Elias scowled and went back outside. Victor’s anguish beat against him like rain in spring. Elias crouched before him and stuck a hand underneath the scarf that Victor had wrapped around his face. 

         
         He brushed away the wetness he knew was waiting for him, held his neck like they were kin.

         
         Then he picked Victor up, slung him onto his back, and started the long walk down the hill.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ursus Arctos

         
         His body was so slight. Elias could feel Victor’s heart rabbiting against his back, and it was somehow more terrible than
            waking to his hand the very first time they touched.
         

         
         He carried Victor to the inn and up the dark stairs, shouldering his way into his room. It was so warm in here that it burned
            his cheeks, and it took a moment for Elias to realize that it was actually that he had let himself get too cold.
         

         
         When he pulled Victor off his back and laid him on the bed, he could sense that something had changed. It felt like the world
            was tilted on its axis.
         

         
         He got a thrill of strength and realized that it may be Victor’s last.

         
         Elias clumsily pulled Victor’s coat from his body, unclothed him to the skin, and shed down to his own small clothes. The
            tether between them was so thick it felt like a band of iron when they were this close. It yanked him forward, and Elias submitted
            to this strange thing Alain had given him.
         

         
         He took Victor’s body blazing with fever and pressed the sigil over his heart to Victor’s chest.

         
         Victor sighed in his unconsciousness and went limp.

         
         Elias hadn’t known Victor had been holding himself tensely until that breath of relief. He understood now that they could not part. Not until something was done. 

         
         Elias reached over Victor to light a candle by the bed so he could look upon Victor’s face. So long had it been since he had
            seen it.
         

         
         His hairline was beaded with sweat and the tear tracks had dried on the walk, crusting his cheeks with salt. His cheeks were
            red, thin though they were, and his eyes moved restlessly beneath his bruised lids.
         

         
         He was, infuriatingly, still lovely. Even this close to death.

         
         Elias leaned down and rummaged in his shed clothes for his jacket. He flung his harness out of the way, and it clattered across
            the room as he found his book and pulled it out into the light.
         

         
         How he still had this, he couldn’t understand. Elias had been so sure at the beginning of this journey that the alchemists
            would have taken this from him in pieces. But here it was. At the end of all things. Whole.
         

         
         They had opened their doors to him, touched him, like family before he had ever understood that they saw him as one of them:
         

         
         A little brother, lost.

         
         Elias looked back down at Victor and wondered if he had received the same.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Vipera Berus

         
         Victor woke in fits and starts, and Elias waited for him. He laid the book down behind Victor’s back and tucked his arm beneath
            Victor’s neck to support his head.
         

         
         When Victor’s eyes finally opened, they looked back at him, glazed with fever.

         
         Elias said nothing.

         
         Victor looked around the room, seeing where he was, then he closed his eyes and sighed.

         
         “Is this the end?” he asked.

         
         Elias did not know. “Yaroslav is dead,” he said instead. “His house is a hollow place now.”

         
         Victor hummed in understanding and bowed until his forehead brushed underneath Elias’s chin.

         
         “Do not be afraid,” Elias whispered. “The thread between us strengthens when we are close. If we part, I fear you will stop
            breathing.”
         

         
         “Is that not a good thing?” Victor replied. “You look so strong now. I would have it be that way.”

         
         Elias shook his head. “Not like this.”

         
         Tears dampened Elias’s chest, and Victor took a shaky breath.

         
         “Elias, I’m sorry,” he confessed. “I am sorry for taking you from where you belonged. I’m sorry for wasting your trust. I’m sorry for binding you to me, for I do not deserve you.” 

         
         The words were sweet to Elias’s ears, but he hushed Victor and carded his fingers through Victor’s hair. Victor was so thin
            it felt like Elias was holding a sapling.
         

         
         “Y-your voice and your eyes,” Victor was saying now. “They are so different from when I saw you last. I cannot stand to look
            at them. To hear you. Elias, I am sorry.”
         

         
         Elias wanted to say, “It is all right,” on instinct, but it wasn’t.

         
         Instead he said, “There are too many apologies to fit the size of this room. We are the same now. Master and Slave, God and
            Creation. Two beasts, two monsters, two butchers, one.”
         

         
         Victor barked a quick laugh and raised one skeletal hand between them to wipe his face.

         
         “You speak like a poet. I did not expect that.”

         
         It was quiet then.

         
         Elias stroked the soft skin behind Victor’s ear until he wasn’t sure if the other boy had fallen back asleep.

         
         “What was that feeling you sent?” Victor asked suddenly.

         
         “When?”

         
         “W-When you were f-finished being angry with me,” Victor stuttered, and Elias’s chest was wet again.

         
         Elias pulled him closer. This must have been at Willem’s house.

         
         “I wished.” He started, then stopped to make sure he was saying this right. “I wished for you to understand the nature of the person that I had been before these circumstances had so changed me. I was frustrated at your surprise and gratefulness at a kindness that comes so easily to me. You did not know me and I wished you to.” 

         
         “I felt it rise in my heart,” Victor said, “like a choir singing three different songs at once. I do not know how you can
            stand to touch me. You should have let me die on that staircase.”
         

         
         Elias swallowed hard. “We cannot die. I’ve tried it already.”

         
         Victor made a sound wild and sharp, like a mourning bird. It took long moments before he was able to speak to Elias again.

         
         “I did not know. I . . . Elias, when you leave this place, you must go to Geneva.”

         
         “I can never go back to Geneva,” Elias said. Not unless he wanted to get arrested. It would not be hard to deduce the arrival
            of a stranger asking for Alphonse Frankenstein and the annihilation of his family that same night.
         

         
         Victor shook his head. “You do not understand. Elias, you must claim your dowry.”

         
         Elias pulled back enough to force Victor to look at his face.

         
         “What?”

         
         Victor looked away like a coward. “I thought I was soon to breathe my last, and I spent some time thinking. Before I left
            England, I gifted it to you. All of it, in your name. It should have been half yours by right if I had loved you honestly.”
         

         
         His blue eyes met Elias’s brown ones. “The house, the land, the fortune. I have no one and it would go back into the country
            if I did not find an heir. You do not have to keep it, sell it if you wish, but it is yours. It has been for a month.”
         

         
         Elias stared at Victor in shock. He didn’t know what to say. He could not even protest.

         
         “Victor, I can carry you back to Brogan, and she can pull enough of you from me that you can live to keep it,” he said eventually. “You’re a doctor, a brilliant scientist; you can build so much that I can’t. Help people. I could not dream to—” 

         
         Victor put his hand to Elias’s cheek and it was very cold still.

         
         “It is not like me to be selfless like my father, not even after this. It is not in my nature, I’m afraid. But it is in yours.
            I want to stop traveling here. This is as far as I can go.”
         

         
         Elias settled his chin back on Victor’s head and tried to stop shaking.

         
         “Even if I wanted that, I don’t think we can choose which of us survives,” he whispered. “We have to end this enchantment;
            it is an unnatural wickedness and it is hurting us both.”
         

         
         Victor nosed closer, breathed in Elias’s scent, and let it out with a sigh.

         
         “I see. Has someone read the book to you? The one you stole from Mr. Sauer.”

         
         Elias shook his head.

         
         “We share this life between us. Once recited again, our souls will go back where they belong or to where is most appropriate.
            Either I will return to full strength and you will be gifted your original weakness. Or . . . or what’s left of me will become
            yours. It’s a bit more than fifteen percent over what you should have, so perhaps it might strengthen other parts of you.”
         

         
         Elias thought deliriously about Brogan smelling him and Willem trying to offer him a sweet.

         
         Victor was looking up at him again, fever bright.

         
         “You have won your beauty back, somehow,” he said. “I should not have tried to take it.”

         
         “What does your heart say of me?” Elias asked. Begged. He could not hold this in any longer. “Did it ever once beat for mine,
            or shall I live forever in shame of my weakness?”
         

         
         Victor just stared at him for a while.

         
         “Does that matter?” he said eventually. “When I would give you the world? Is it weak to be so open to love that it pains and
            betrays you? I do not . . . share your interests, Elias. But am I not in your bed for my last breaths? Does my wedding gift
            not wait for your claim? A house, chickens, lambs, coin to keep you warm and fed, my status to protect you from harm . . .
            More so if you took my name. You may have that, too, if you wish.”
         

         
         Elias hung his head and closed his eyes. The thread between them was so thick that it could not even move.

         
         “Do not be ashamed,” Victor whispered, his breath a hot puff against Elias’s cheeks. “And hand me the book. It is jabbing
            me in the back.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Portentum

         
         Victor and Elias held the book together. The pages were so blurry through Elias’s grief.

         
         “This kind of paper is called vellum. The ink is Sumi ink,” Victor murmured. “This book would have lasted a thousand years
            if it was taken care of properly. How Mr. Sauer let you cut it to pieces, I will never know.”
         

         
         “I didn’t ask; I just did it. He was so horrified he didn’t even stop me and then cried after,” Elias admitted.

         
         Victor laughed, bright and sweet. “I wish I had more time to know you,” he said.

         
         Elias closed his eyes.

         
         “I have something to ask, and I have walked long to ask it.”

         
         He could feel Victor’s breath on his face. Sugary, like his used to be.

         
         “Your family—”

         
         “It’s okay, I understand. We’ve already—”

         
         “Forgive me,” Elias interrupted, stern and soft, “but you do not. In my village, with my people, justice can be earned with violence. But violence of any kind must be repaid with lifelong penance. And Victor, for all that my heart beats in time with yours, I do not know you. I would not know where to start, so I must ask. For the lives of a mother and a father, a brother and a sister, a caretaker unnamed? What would you have me do?”
         

         
         Victor was quiet for long, terrible moments.

         
         “They must have been nice to you, the alchemists,” Victor whispered finally.

         
         Elias flinched when Victor touched him but did not open his eyes. Victor’s thin fingers traced the curve of his brow, the
            arch of his nose, his cheekbones sharp, and jaw strong. Followed the pattern of the scars he’d made until Elias’s skin was
            humming, sensitive.
         

         
         “You said you don’t know me, but you are the kindest of anyone I’ve ever known.”

         
         Elias opened his eyes and Victor was looking back at him keenly.

         
         “You would never have been in Switzerland if I hadn’t put you there myself. Their deaths are my violence, a ripple I made
            in a pond. Elias, my friend, you are just a wave. A current. My wickedness did not change you. You are as you are.”
         

         
         Elias didn’t feel unchanged. “But—”

         
         “When this is over, I want you to go back to the alchemists and tell them that I suffered. Tell them I learned. I want you
            to talk about me like you knew me better than you do. They are people with long enough memories to make the trip worth it.
         

         
         “I have never once been understood and I want them to understand me. Tell them that I made it all the way to you. That I was
            sorry and ashamed in Russia but happy.”
         

         
         “You’re happy?” Elias sobbed.

         
         “Can’t you tell?”

         
         It was yellow and bright, like a spoon full of honey and lemon. Warm between them and sweet all the way down.

         
         “Are you ready?” Victor asked.

         
         “No,” Elias confessed.

         
         “You must be. We are strong enough for this.”

         
         He put his hand over Elias’s heart like he had that first night and Elias mirrored him.

         
         “How good is your French?”

         
         “Bad.”

         
         Victor smirked, fond.

         
         “It will have to do.”

         
         Victor read slow and steady, waited for Elias to repeat the lines after him. Elias was not sure what this felt like on the
            other side, but for him it was a great unraveling.
         

         
         The cord that bound them snapped in small pieces, one at a time, like rope holding up a bridge with too much weight. Elias
            could feel his own strength draining and hear Victor’s voice getting more powerful.
         

         
         Victor paused when they reached the last line. Then he looked up at Elias.

         
         “Oh,” he said.

         
         “What?”

         
         Victor smiled. “Nothing.”

         
         He turned back to the incantation and spoke his last. Elias did not have time to follow him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Victor

         
         Elias sat up.

         
         His heart felt strong pumping in his chest, and when he looked down at his hands, his scars had faded to silver, barely visible.
            He was hungry, too. In a different way than before, and he knew at once what had happened.
         

         
         Victor lay beside him, cold.

         
         When Elias closed his eyes and searched for the thread, it was gone. His head was quiet and it was awful.

         
         He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. Went to the other side and drew Victor’s arms across his chest. Brought
            the sheet up to preserve his modesty.
         

         
         He prayed the same prayer he had for Victor’s family, and then another to deliver him into their arms safely.

         
         Then he prayed again, for himself.

         
         Elias dressed. He left his harness on the floor with his knives and his doll. He took the book and the papers from Victor’s
            coat and the protection of his name, freely given.
         

         
         Then he walked out into the world, new.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Penance

         
         The train car was warm and there was no one else inside his booth.

         
         While they were all boarding, their conductor had joked that everyone should take advantage of the space. The farther they
            went, the more people would be clambering on, chasing the warmth of the south. Germany was not that far, after all.
         

         
         Elias unwrapped the package on his lap. White and tied with a bow. They’d even included a real silver fork, which made his
            eyes crinkle with amusement.
         

         
         It felt strange not to be able to share the feeling. There was no one listening to him in that way anymore.

         
         Elias sliced a piece off the honey cake and held it up to his nose, breathing in its summer smell.

         
         Then Margarite’s child, careful to the end, only licked the tines.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            –

         
         
            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. Everywhere 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.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            1900

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fall

         
         I made the books in blue, though Victor hadn’t asked for it.

         
         Jaan Sauer, who I was alarmed to learn was very real and very much still living, was also easy to find. When asked, he provided
            us with a cut from the cover so I could match it, saying:
         

         
         “It’s mostly destroyed anyhow; what is one more thing?”

         
         Victor paid by transfer and didn’t closely oversee the labor and production. He didn’t care about the font or the kerning,
            didn’t have harsh opinions about the type of vellum or its color. Sent extra funds when something needed was more difficult
            to acquire. A model client if I’ve ever had one. Easier to work with for his absence.
         

         
         He requested seven copies but his gold stretched to nine.

         
         Seven for seven men, one for him, and one for me.

         
         When the weather got cold and dry, he came for them. Smelling of travel and mildly of sheep, deep eyes like wounds, hair long
            and braided, he leaned against the door of my office and looked at the pile on my desk.
         

         
         “Does it read well?” he asked.

         
         I had forgotten the softness of his sound.

         
         “I did my best.”

         
         Victor picked them up and slid them unceremoniously into his bag, a large weather-beaten thing of tanned leather. He didn’t inspect the books or thumb through the pages. Not like anyone who reads at all. 

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         His hand touched the door before I could bear it. “Wait, I must ask—”

         
         Victor looked startled.

         
         “What happened next?”

         
         His hand fell to his side and he shuffled the bag on his shoulder. He looked back at me for a long time, then his eyes grinned.

         
         “Willem has two more sheep and horses now,” he said, gentle. “This does not have to be the end. If you ask it, I’ll come when
            you call.”
         

         
         “Why?” I shouldn’t want him to. I shouldn’t want.
         

         
         Victor Frankenstein smiled with his mouth this time, a small thing, toothless and sweet.

         
         “It is in my nature. The alchemist of waves.”

         
         He tapped the doorframe with a clatter of his rings and left.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         Thank you for spending time with Adam, Mine., a love letter to Frankenstein.
         

         
         For my entire career, I have written books for older teenagers at the very edge of the most transitionary period of their
            life: the tapestry of fear and uncertainty, the longing, the excitement, feeling both old and dangerously young, the yawning
            chasm of the unknown, and the terrible weight and impact of choice. It is my life’s work, the legacy of someone with a fragile
            body that understands what it means to lack physical resilience—so badly do I want to leave behind something that matters.
            It does not surprise anyone who knows me in person that I have chosen to write a story about bodies and lessons.
         

         
         Adam, Mine., titled from the quote “I ought to be thy Adam, but I am rather the fallen angel, whom thou drivest from joy” is closest to my heart.
         

         
         We overgrown English students remember Frankenstein as well as we are able. Most of us can envision the monster, the screams of despair, the murders, the families, and the ice. A hardy few can recall the elaborate speeches, the travel around the world, and the framework through which the story is being told to a rapt and horrified listener. 

         
         I recall best that Victor Frankenstein, at the start of it all, was a boy and we are being made to watch him grow.
         

         
         Adam, Mine. is dual perspective as a nod to tradition.
         

         
         Victor, seventeen, rich, arrogant, and merciless; a wunderkind among adults at university. Longing for the approval of his
            peers and teachers, he made a familiar choice whose consequences chased him like the flames of hell at his back until he is
            all but spent, lying in the snow.
         

         
         And Victor’s “monster,” a village boy of eighteen called Elias, who Victor very badly takes advantage of in pursuit of his
            goals. Mourning everything he has ever known and filled with a thirst for vengeance that threatens to strip all the soft edges
            that made him his mother’s son.
         

         
         Together, but alone, Victor and his monster are made to grow up parallel to each other until they become men worth knowing.
            The work and the journey, though unpleasant, were the price.
         

         
         Because ultimately, the decision to try and understand each other—to work to heal the wounds we deliver out of carelessness,
            accident, selfishness, or cruelty—makes us into people with a capacity for love that respects the labor and vulnerability
            involved in denying hate.
         

         
         A bittersweet twist for these characters that I’ve loved my whole life. A kind end—given as a gift to them, and to you.

         
         Adam, Mine. is both the softest and the cruelest thing I have ever written.
         

         
         I hope it moved you.

         
         Love,

         
         Kayla
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            * Ernst Heinrich Philipp August Haeckel was a German zoologist, naturalist, eugenicist, philosopher, physician, professor,
               marine biologist, and artist. Known for the theory of recapitulation: that an organism’s biological development summarizes
               its species’ evolutionary development.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The earliest conceptions of nuclear fusion. Knowledge in its embryonic state by 1890 solidified in 1938.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Austro-Prussian War (1866)
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The Austrian-German physiologist Maximilian von Frey constructed an early prototype of a heart-lung machine in 1885 at Carl
               Ludwig’s Physiological Institute of the University of Leipzig.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Handfasting is an ancient Celtic ritual in which the hands are tied together to symbolize the binding of two lives. It was
               a public declaration of intent to marry, signaling to potential suitors that the woman was intended to her betrothed and not
               to be harassed.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Referring to Intraoperative Brain Mapping, specifically electrical stimulation.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * This is roughly $200 from Gregor to Victor and $2,000 from Victor to the group. Two months’ rent vs. more than a year’s rent.
               Per www.historicalstatistics.org/Currencyconverter.html.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Reference to the 21 grams experiment, a scientific study published in 1907 by Duncan MacDougall. MacDougall’s experiment
               popularized the concept that the soul has weight, and specifically that it weighs 21 grams.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Zombies are featured widely in Haitian rural folklore as dead persons physically revived by the act of necromancy of a bocor,
               a sorcerer or witch. The bocor is opposed by the houngan (priest) and the mambo (priestess) of the formal voodoo religion.
               A zombie remains under the control of the bocor as a personal slave, having no will of its own.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * A golem is an animated, anthropomorphic servant in Jewish folklore, which is entirely created from inanimate matter, usually
               clay or mud.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * In some parts of Germany, homosexuality was decriminalized or punishment lessened from death to imprisonment as a result
               of the Napoleonic Wars. After the unification of Germany in 1871, Prussian law was adopted by the German Empire, including
               Paragraph 175, which criminalized sex between men.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Germany officially criminalized homosexuality in 1887, setting off the first organized modern gay rights movement, which
               expanded significantly in the 1890s, the decade in which this book is set. Contextually, Victor’s homophobia would be considered
               politically motivated and reflective of his status, while Elias’s rural community would be more likely to select a “don’t
               ask, don’t tell” position due to the high value of Elias’s labor and his family’s standing in the community. 
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Fire insurance marks are metal signs that display the logo of the insurance company. These signs were placed on the front
               of buildings that had insurance to help the company’s fire department identify them quickly.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Elias has dyslexia. The concept of “word-blindness” as an isolated condition was first developed by the German physician
               Adolph Kussmaul in 1877. Identified by Oswald Berkhan in 1881, the term “dyslexia” was later coined in 1887 by Rudolf Berlin,
               an ophthalmologist practicing in Stuttgart, Germany.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * my little spider–French
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The liver is the only visceral organ with the capacity to regenerate after partial surgical removal or chemical injury. As
               little as 51 percent of the original liver mass is required for the organ to regenerate back to full size.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The human body contains approximately 0.2 milligrams of gold, found primarily in human blood.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The causative agent of leprosy, Mycobacterium leprae, was discovered by Gerhard Armauer Hansen in Norway in 1873, making it the first bacterium to be identified as causing disease
               in humans. However, most hospitals in this region were ill equipped to handle leprosy patients and often rejected them.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * German involvement in the Samoan Civil War, beginning in 1887.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * The Geneva University Hospital, one of the largest hospitals in Europe, both at this time and currently. Founded in 1602.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * “Our Heavenly Father, I know that I am a sinner and that I have done so many things against Your will. I am very sorry and
               I ask for Your forgiveness.
            

            “Lord God, please look at my sins and mistakes with a merciful eye and forgive me. You are a perfect God and I did not mean
               to hurt You with my transgressions. Father, help me to change my behavior and return to Your bosom. I will try not to be tempted
               anymore.”
            

            
         
      
   
      
         
            * Telephones were new, but they did have access. 12 November 1877: The first commercial telephone company enters business in
               Friedrichsberg close to Berlin.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Scary and handsome—Spanish
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * Dark Magic—Italian
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * I want to go home to my family.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * I miss my mother.
            

         
      
   
      
         
            * In the 1770s John Rollo, a Scottish doctor, created an almost meat exclusive diet to treat diabetes that, while not as effective
               as insulin, allowed people with diabetes to live ten plus years past diagnosis. Elias’s consumption of pine assists with vital
               Vitamin C supplementation (avoiding scurvy) and an additional immune system benefit.
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