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The air was thick with smoke and the smell of burning memories. More servants approached the bonfire with armfuls of dresses. They tossed the fabric into the flames, where chairs and a mattress crackled.

“Father,” I rasped to the man beside me over the droning voice of a priest. “Must we burn Mother’s belongings?”

“We must purge the scarlet fever from our household,” Father said. 

He watched the blaze as two servants dragged a bookcase down the lawn. Justine—our young maid who chaperoned my brothers—struggled to push the shelf from behind. Shaking her head, she grabbed an armful of Mother’s books from the shelf and threw them into the flames. I recognized the torn cover of the storybook Mother had read to soothe me on stormy nights. The pages my small hands had once traced shriveled and blackened. Justine held Mother’s favorite summer dress over the blaze.

“Stop!” 

I reached Justine in two bounds and ripped the white dress from her arms. She stepped back as I clutched the clean fabric to my chest. The white cloth smelled of lemongrass and spring—Mother’s smell.

“We can’t let them do this, Father! William will have nothing to remember her by!”

“Victor!” Father marched over and grabbed Mother’s dress in his fist. “You must let go.”

“Do you want William to forget he had a mother?” I choked on the smoke that carried scraps of singed paper, searching Father’s face for any emotion behind the mask. “Do you even care?”

Father pried the dress from my arms and threw it into the fire. I dove after the fabric, but he held me back.

“Quit this display of senseless hysteria!” Father’s once strong voice rang hollow, as though a part of him lay beneath the ground too. “Do you want to frighten your brothers more? Hasn’t Ernest been through enough?”

Ernest. I glanced at our chateau overlooking the blaze where my younger brother stood behind the window. Despite the distance, I could make out his protruding shoulder bones as he hunched over his cane. Permanent illness forced him to watch the decontamination from afar. Ernest would whisper his goodbyes behind solid glass. Through his messy dark curls, my brother locked his eyes with mine. They were dark blue: Mother’s eyes. I turned back to the fire.

“Your mother is dead, Victor.” Father delivered the line in the same brisk tone he used for settling petty squabbles in court. “We must accept this.” 

An escaped tear ran down Father’s cheek. He placed his trembling hand on my shoulder before staggering off with a stifled sob. 

“I’m so sorry,” a voice whimpered in my ear. Elizabeth—my betrothed—clutched my arm as though it alone tethered her to the world of the living.

“If only your mother hadn’t been tending to me, then she wouldn’t have caught the fever. She’d still be alive.” Elizabeth scratched the red scabs on her neck. “I killed her!”

“Nonsense!” I turned Elizabeth toward me, wincing at how light she’d become. “You didn’t do this.”

In the absence of my protests, the priest had resumed his speech. Pulling Elizabeth close, I watched the distant plumes of smoke from similar bonfires across Geneva rise into the sky where the first stars flickered.

“It was Him.”
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Dearest Family,



My coach is nearing Ingolstadt’s gates. I have spoken to Bavaria’s citizens during stops along the way, and they’ve assured me that scarlet fever is not ravaging this foreign land. Has anyone fallen ill on your end?



Yours,

-Victor Frankenstein


“This must be a mistake.” 

I gripped the leather seat of the coach as shouts from a drunken brawl rose over the festivities outside. My driver Pierre held the door open expectantly, beckoning me onto the cobbled street littered with broken bottles and liquid I had no wish to identify.

“I do not have all evening, Monsieur Frankenstein.” Pierre reached inside the coach and tugged on my dark gray frock coat. The sun’s weakening rays cast a reddish-brown hue across his set expression.

“You must have taken a wrong turn.” I stepped out of the coach to stand beside my driver. Two young men exchanging blows stumbled past us into an alley. “Father said Ingolstadt is the finest university in Europe.”

“The finest in his day perhaps.” Pierre shut the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. “It appears the sun set on that day long ago.”

“You cannot leave me here!” I tugged on the coach’s door handle.

“Your father gave me explicit orders to deliver you to Ingolstadt, and I’m not about to cross Magistrate Alphonse Frankenstein!” Pierre smacked the reins. His horse bolted forward, ripping the handle from my hand and causing me to stumble as Pierre sped away. I was not so fortunate.

After my outburst during the fiery decontamination, Father had canceled my plans to attend a local university. He insisted that an education abroad would heal my mind. I was a fool to have acted so rashly. Ernest was still a boy, and little William too young to speak. It was unfair to leave Elizabeth to grieve and care for my brothers a mere week after Mother’s death. I needed to be with them, not surrounded by the high rooftops of Bavarian bars and their drunken patrons! The smell of cooking meat from a passing food cart made my stomach twist. I loathed the aroma of smoke!

I approached a group of young men wearing long frock coats embroidered with gold and silver thread. Such fine attire marked them as fellow university students.

“Bonsoir!” I called before switching to the German language that dominated Bavaria. “Guten Abend! Could you direct me to the headmaster’s office?”

“What would you want with that crusty old fanatic?” A blond student laughed in German with a distinctly British accent. He picked at a fat red pimple on his chin. I had not heard laughter since before scarlet fever struck Geneva. I would never hear Mother’s laugh again. My throat tightened.

“The headmaster needs my letter of admittance so I may receive an education here,” I rasped. 

“You came to university for an education?” 

The student held a bottle that he drained in a single gulp. He flung the glass beneath a passing coach horse who reared upward with a squeal. The group howled in laughter as the driver struggled to calm his steed. Was the brandy making them reckless, or were they always this cruel?

“Nicely done, Venables!” One student slapped the blond’s shoulder. 

Several people dressed in plainer clothing glanced up from their shopping to glare our way. I glanced aside and backed away from the cackling group. A faculty member could direct me to the headmaster. Then I could be done with today and rest. 

I trudged down the green toward a large domed building. Inside was a vacant hallway with the smell of old paper hanging in the stale air. Several doors lined the walls, and I approached the single entrance with light flickering beneath its threshold.

“I see your shadow. You may enter,” a voice called before breaking into a sneeze. I pushed open the door and stepped into a room half-lit by a small fireplace in the corner. The flames illuminated a desk where a middle-aged man hunched over an open book. He wore a luxurious long frock coat colored carmine red and a gray wig that flowed past his shoulders. It was the dress of a powerful man.

“Are you the headmaster, Friedrich Pickman?”

He nodded. “You must be our late arrival?” 

My feet shuffled on the floorboards. “Yes. Unforeseen circumstances delayed my education.”

“So I’ve heard.” 

Headmaster Pickman stood and walked toward me. As he drew closer, the faded fabric of his expensive garb became apparent. He placed a hand on my shoulder. Fear of scarlet fever made me jerk away. 

Pickman frowned but continued, “You have my condolences. Your mother died valiantly, nursing your fiancée back to health.” 

“What good are heroics if the reward is death?” I muttered. 

“It is not our place to question the Lord’s righteous plan,” Pickman reminded me. 

I held in a laugh as he took my letter and returned to his desk. The headmaster would not speak with such conviction if he’d spent hours at the altar alongside desperate mothers and lovers begging for a miracle that never came. I did not need to question the Lord’s sense of righteousness. I knew His cruelty firsthand.

“Frankenstein?” Pickman held my letter of admittance above the fireplace. Smoke rose from the folded paper. “Ingolstadt is Europe’s finest institution built on reverence for our Creator. If you do not take our teachings seriously, perhaps this is not the university for you?”

The dancing flames held me captive. Fire had already scorched my family’s good graces; the flames would not devour my education too! I forced myself to smile in a way I hoped would be convincing. 

“My apologies. Mother’s death has shaken my faith, but I know the Divine will see me through the storm.” 

“Good.” Pickman pocketed the letter, to my relief. “I can forgive your poor dress and attitude, but never disrespect our Lord and protector.”

I brushed a tangled clump of dark curls from my face. My appearance had been neglected during Mother’s illness and burial. Unable to face more disappointment, my eyes drifted past Pickman to the dusty portraits mounted on the wall. Each of their frames had engraved dates. A clean-shaven man with “1593-1620” rested beside a stern male from “1620-1638” and another from “1638-1654” respectively. They had to be Ingolstadt’s previous headmasters! As I searched the wall for the dates Father had attended, the portrait of the man before me caught my attention.

“Headmaster, the date you began your position is listed as 1784, but the previous headmaster finished in 1772? There’s a 12-year gap between the two.”

“That is a tragic error on the engraver’s part.”

I stepped closer to the portraits. “But the wall is scuffed around the two frames. Was another portrait removed?”

“You’re observant.” Pickman spoke the compliment with a bitterness that made me wither. “The man who used to hang there—if man he was—is the disgraced ex-headmaster Adam Weishaupt. A face best left forgotten.”

“For what reason?”

Pickman recoiled in his chair. His brown eyes stretched wide in the low lighting. 

“Such blasphemy shall not be uttered in this institute of God!” 

“I did not mean to offend!” I stuttered as Pickman ushered me out of the building.

“I expect to see you at dawn for chapel,” he sniffed and slammed the splintered door in my face. 

“Headmaster,” I started, but my mind was too exhausted to redeem myself. I would apologize after I’d rested. 

With heavy steps, I walked toward the white steeple of Ingolstadt’s church that towered over the city. Father had arranged for me to stay at an inn nearby so I could locate my lodging from any point in Ingolstadt. It would be a constant, cruel reminder of the Lord’s indifference. I passed the church at a quick pace and entered the inn beside it. Inside, a woman was poking at a log in the fireplace. Charcoal dusted her plain dress.

“Good evening,” I said. 

“Back off, rapscallion!” The woman brandished her fire poker and charged toward me. 

“My apologies. I’ll be on my way!” I fumbled for the door’s thin handle as she pointed the sharp rod at my chest, glaring at me through her undone auburn locks. 

“Don’t think you’re the first drunken student who wants a free bed tonight!”

My hand brushed the door, and a layer of splinters pierced the skin. I jerked back as pain shot through my arm.

The woman frowned. “All of Ingolstadt knows of my preservation efforts for this inn, right down to the original door! Are you Monsieur Frankenstein?” She lowered her poker. “You must forgive me! With the large advance your father sent over I did not expect your attire to be so...”

I turned aside. Was it too late to chase down my coach?

“Well, never the mind,” the woman continued as though she hadn’t tried to impale me. “I am Dorothea Braun, but please call me Dorothea. I’m certain you’ll love your stay at such a historic building!” 

Historic seemed more like an excuse to keep the ancient-looking furniture around, but I did not voice such thoughts as Dorothea pulled a key from her pocket and extended it toward me. 

“Your luggage was dropped off in the last room upstairs.” Dorothea nodded towards a wooden stairway. 

I doubted the bowed-in steps could support me, but I was too tired to find proper sleeping arrangements. Risking the chance I’d fall to my doom on the ascent, I took the key. Rust flakes rubbed off on my fingers.

“Enjoy your stay!” Dorothea called.

I was halfway up the steps before her comment registered. Inside my room, the air was heavy with trapped moisture. Moonlight from a small window lit footprints on the dusty floor where Pierre had placed my luggage beside the bed. Too tired to unpack, I collapsed on the mattress fully clothed. There was comfort in the gloomy atmosphere, as though my room was grieving for Mother too. Had the room radiated brightness and warmth as my home had before her death, the similarities would have been too much to bear. 

Yet as I closed my eyes, I knew those thoughts had to change. I had been dreaming of attending a university since my boyhood, when Mother and I had first poured chemicals into old jars and proclaimed ourselves alchemists! At seventeen years of age, I refused to disappoint her and my living kin. Even if Ingolstadt was not the beacon of enlightenment it had been in Father’s day, I had to make something of myself here.

It was the least I could do to make amends.​
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Dearest Family,



I have arrived in Ingolstadt without issue, though I fear the city has fallen on hard times. Such inconveniences shall not deter me, but I will gladly return to you if I am needed. Until then, stay safe.



Yours,

-Victor Frankenstein


My sleep was restless and haunted by terrors not seen but felt. When the sun mercifully rose to break the spell, I had little desire to obey Pickman and spend the morning praising the Divine at chapel. There was more important business to attend to. Little did Dorothea know, I hadn’t come to Ingolstadt alone. 

Wedged between the bushes beside the inn was a sealed box vibrating with a loud hum from thousands of bees. I had spent most of my life studying the insects and the secrets of their nature. Bees were a precious source of familiarity to me, and I gave Pierre a silent thanks for placing the hive near the inn before lifting the bulky box and heading into the forest that bordered Ingolstadt. The further my hive was from the drunken students Dorothea had mistaken me for, the better.

Despite the chill of early fall, the trees had not yet shed their leaves, and I took my time in the lush forest until locating a sandy riverbank flanked by ferns. The only tracks in the sand belonged to deer and rabbits. My hive would be safe. I placed the box on a tree stump and used a stick to slide open the small doors at the wooden bottom. 

Several black antennae poked through the holes before a multitude of yellow and black bodies took to the sky. I blotted sweat from my face with my handkerchief and grinned. A bee’s life was shrouded in mystery. Through careful observation, I would be the man to discover the secret of how queens bred and what drove their daughters to turn on them.

The sun was high in the sky above the trees. My first course on natural philosophy would begin soon. I rushed through the forest to return to civilization. As I hurried down the cobbled street, my peers pranced about shouting vulgarities that drowned out the soft voices of the chapel choir. The headmaster’s piousness did not extend to the student body.

Nor did his interest in education, as I learned upon entering the domed lecture hall. Only a few students stood behind the large, chair-less stands circling the pulpit, and most looked half asleep.

The crude blond boy from last night—Venables as his friends had called him—played cards with his comrades near the back door. I passed them and took my place behind the stand closest to the pulpit. The success I hoped to achieve would not blossom beside delinquents. 

Despite neither of my parents being privy to the sciences, I had always longed to attend a university and discover the universe’s secrets. It had taken years for Father to admit defeat and stop nudging me into a career in law. Mother, however, had always shared my enthusiasm for discovery. 

The two of us had spent countless hours reading about ancient alchemists like Paracelsus and Borellus. She and I had even tried replicating their elixirs that could grant immortality and raise the dead! Our amateur attempts never succeeded, but that would all change with an expert such as my professor—a man named Krempe—to guide me. Krempe would pull back the veil of ignorance to reveal the secrets of the cosmos. I had to impress him.

The back door swung open, and a man who could only be Krempe trudged down the aisle. Dressed in a yellow frock coat the color of wilting dandelions, Professor Krempe appeared more ancient than the chipped marble around us. My admiration shriveled.

Mother had a similar appearance after the fever took hold. Her dark hair—once thick and shining—had grayed and fallen out in clumps to leave the same bald patches that Krempe’s receding hairline sported. Her smooth cheeks flushed with life had broken out in sores and peeled off in patches of dead skin, not unlike the bits hanging from the professor’s chapped lips. I heard Mother’s uneven breathing as Krempe’s crusty nostrils sucked up air. Professor Krempe was a walking display of all the ways life could batter the human frame, and I shuddered.

Krempe reached his pulpit and placed a steaming beaker on the wooden stand. A whitish mist cascaded over the glass’s sides before vanishing into the air. The students continued talking amongst themselves as the shriveled man scowled. Krempe lifted the beaker and slammed the glass against the pulpit. The sound echoed through the lecture hall, bringing silence to his audience.

“Thank you,” Krempe muttered. His tone was colder than Geneva’s snowy mountaintops and just as jagged. 

Krempe pulled a red rose from his pocket. “Picking up from last week’s lecture—assuming you were sober enough to remember it—we will continue our observation of extreme temperatures on physical matter.” 

Krempe dunked the flower into the beaker and flicked it out. I leaned forward in my stand for a better view. The rose appeared unchanged, but its petals did not shift when Krempe waved the flower in the air. In a single stroke, he smashed the rose against the pulpit. The plant shattered as though made of glass. Krempe tossed the stub to the floor and wiped the fragments from his pulpit. My disgust toward the fellow dissipated.

“Incredible!” I called from the stand. “What alchemy did you use to reduce the rose to such a state?”  

At my mention of ‘alchemy,’ Krempe’s crooked nose scrunched. 

“You must be the late arrival?” Krempe sighed from the burden of doing his job. “This is no alchemy. I placed the rose into liquid nitrogen—a chemical frigid enough to freeze matter instantly. It is one of Ingolstadt’s greatest discoveries.”

I was mesmerized. Ingolstadt’s discoveries were far greater than I could have imagined.

“I see. Then I must ask what progress you’ve made regarding immortality?”

Krempe adjusted his dirty glasses. “Pardon?” 

My arms lifted toward the towering ceiling. “If the university can manipulate matter, immortality must be within your reach!” 

“Frankenstein.” Krempe stalked over to me. His voice was barely a whisper. “You sound as though you believe in the foolish fantasies of long-dead alchemists? That life can be eternal?”

My arms fell. 

“You think them foolish?” 

“Certainly! The alchemists were ancient charlatans whose blasphemous claims held nothing of worth. Such impossibilities were replaced with the scientific method centuries ago!” Krempe slapped my stand and cackled. “To think that in this age I would find a boy who believes chants and spells can turn lead into gold!”

Laughter from my peers filled the lecture hall. I had not realized that the books Mother and I studied were viewed with such disdain!

“Where did you say you were from?” Krempe wiped a tear from his eye.

“Fairyland?” Venables hooted behind me. I clutched my stand to anchor myself as words hopelessly swirled in my brain like leaves in the wind.

“You are living in a delusion.” 

Krempe pulled a notebook from his pocket and took the quill from the inkwell sitting on my stand. He scribbled a short message and tore out the page before handing it to me. 

“My colleague, Professor Waldman, is holding a demonstration tonight regarding the myth of immortality. Be there if you wish to live in reality with the rest of us.”

I placed the page in my satchel before the ink had dried as my peers snickered. Mother and I had adored the alchemists. To mock their theories was like mocking her casket.

“Alright. If you reject the alchemists’ work, what has your modern science done for humanity?” My voice trembled with a rage I could not mask. 

Krempe’s snort rippled from the heavy phlegm in his throat. “We devote ourselves to studying and curing disease.”

“Curing disease?” I echoed in disbelief. 

“Yes, far more realistic than immortality!”

I took a shaking step toward Krempe. 

“The disease experts you brag about cared for my mother. She now rots beneath the earth.” My fist slammed against the stand. “Your methods are just as faulty as the alchemists, yet you refuse to even entertain their theories that promise miracles!” 

“I know my limits, Frankenstein,” Krempe said quietly. “It would be wise for you to learn them.” 

There was a threat to Krempe’s comment, but my vow of good behavior could not withstand the jeers filling my ears at Mother’s expense. 

“I did not realize you learned men were so content with mediocrity!” I stomped past my cackling peers toward the back door. “Curing disease will not stop death from claiming those you love! What about those who are aging or are injured? Why settle for cutting off one branch of death when you could cure death itself?”

I slammed the door behind me and fled the lecture hall into the street, not caring where my legs carried me. How dare Krempe mock Mother and I’s trust in the alchemists while the science of his contemporaries was just as erroneous? We would never achieve immortality so long as it was thought impossible!

I did not know how long I wandered Ingolstadt’s streets until a low growl down an alleyway caught my attention. Past broken bottles and stacked crates was a student in a torn silk robe. His arms strained upwards to reach a black dog trapped on a woodpile. The dog bared its teeth. It looked terrified. 

“Monsieur,” I called before switching back to German. “Herr, stop frightening that poor creature!”

The student’s head jerked in my direction. Blood and spit dribbled down his chin.

“The illustrations, they move!” he rasped. “The eyes have burrowed into my skull. Stop watching. Stop watching!”

“Herr,” I repeated while he flexed his red-stained nails. The poor dog trembled. Did she have a litter nearby? They needed a mother. “Step away from that dog.”

“Close your eyes!” The student cowered and covered his face. “No?” he responded to a question I hadn’t asked. “Then I will rip those disks from your head!” 

The student lunged toward me with a snarl. 

“Quit this!” I shouted and rushed back into the square. “This is really no way to conduct yourself in society!”

Nails dug into my shoulders. I crashed face-first into the dirt with the student clawing at my back. I fought to free myself, but my attacker boasted a strength I could not rival. The stench of dried blood and sweat enveloped me as he forced me on my back and thrust his fingers toward my eyes. 
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A shovel smashed against my assailant’s head from above. He released me and clutched his face with a wail. A crowd of civilians formed around us. Two constables grabbed the student and flung him into the dirt. 

“Stop watching!” the student wailed. “Close your eyes! Close your eyes!” 

From the ground, I watched the student fling one constable into a wooden crate before three men wrestled him into a straitjacket. He lurched his head back and forth while howling as they dragged him down the street. My body felt numb as I struggled to regain my senses.

A baker in a patched apron ahead of me rubbed his temples. “You would think the delinquents would stop daring each other to explore the tunnels by now?” 

“Spoiled kids will do anything on a bet!” His accomplice waved off the now-distant student’s struggles. 

The frills of a long green dress blocked my view. A young Bavarian woman roughly my age kneeled beside me and tilted my head toward her. Her brown hair was tied up in a modest pouf, with common brunette and gray feathers woven between the braids. A single blue feather striped with black stood out amidst the common down, and I found more pleasure in staring at the plume than the concerned face firing questions at me.

“Are you hurt? Did he stab you?” she asked before dropping her German and shouting over her shoulder in English, “Curwen, he is not responding!”

“For God’s sake, he’s just stunned!” A young man with long blond curls stalked over. He spoke English with a heavy colonial accent. “Leave him, Pickman. We have places to be.”

Pickman. That was the headmaster’s last name! 

“The demonstration can wait.” Pickman pulled me into a sitting position. “We need a doctor.”

I flinched at her touch. Her hands were warm. Too warm. Feverishly warm? 

“There is no time!” Curwen glared at me with blue eyes. “Leave the drunk. My business with Waldman is urgent!”

“I am no drunkard! That brute merely spooked me,” I said in English and struggled to my feet. It was to Father’s credit that he had taught me languages beyond my native French. I once loathed those dull lessons that kept me locked inside and away from studying nature’s secrets, though now I recognized the door’s linguistics opened.

Curwen jolted, not realizing I spoke his language. 

“You can barely stand.” Pickman stood and grabbed my arm to steady me. “Curwen and I are heading to Professor Waldman’s demonstration. If you join us, there are plenty of chairs to rest in until your nerves have settled.”

After Krempe’s shaming, I had little wish to subject myself to more ridicule from a man meant to “set me straight”—but Pickman was the first friendly face I’d met in this foreign land. Her brown eyes beamed with health and a love for life that had been absent in Geneva for months. I did not want to leave her just yet, and getting in her good graces couldn’t hurt if she was related to the headmaster.

“I would be honored to accompany you.”

“How grand!” Pickman clapped her hands. They were smooth and devoid of any dirt—distinctly upper class. “I am Rachel Pickman, but please call me Rachel. The scowling chap with storm clouds over his head who insists on formalities is Joseph Curwen.”

I offered a curt nod to the duo, unwilling to risk a handshake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Victor Frankenstein.” 

“Well, Frankenstein,” Curwen sniffed with no particular kindness. “You were a fool to provoke that man. You cannot reason with those who snoop around the tunnels. They go quite mad!”

“I provoked no one; he was the one attacking a dog!” I protested.

Curwen snorted. “You would wrestle a madman to save a stray?”

“Certainly!” I snipped. “Would you have wanted her to be ripped apart?”

Curwen shrugged. “I am merely pointing out the idiocy of endangering yourself for a common mongrel.”

“Curwen!” Rachel gasped.

The young man rolled his eyes. He looked younger than Rachel and me—roughly sixteen—and wore an embroidered blue coat, a white cravat, stockings, and leather boots. His attire was that of high society, yet his slight stoop and the way he glanced around the street set him apart from the lavish fellows Father held meals for in our summer home. Curwen hadn’t always worn such fancy clothes, nor had he grown into them. 

Curwen’s eyes met mine with a challenge.

“I thought I recognized you!” Curwen gasped louder than necessary. “You are the aspiring alchemist from Krempe’s lecture! Were you never taught that such theories were rubbish?” 

“Were you never taught proper German?” I retorted, and Curwen clenched his bony fists. “From where I stand, both modern medicine and alchemy have failed humanity. Time will tell which holds merit, and I’d rather reach for a world without death than one content with only slowing our demise.”

Curwen sneered and shook his head.

“Be kind to him,” Rachel chided. “Last I checked, you harbor a soft spot for the alchemists too.”

“Only Borellus.” Curwen waved off Rachel’s words. “The rest were charlatans.” 

“You’ve read Borellus?” My dislike for the small man momentarily dissipated. “I spent my childhood trying to replicate his methods for resurrecting the dead! Did you succeed?”

Surprise swept across Curwen’s face before his features hardened into a mask of disinterest. “If I did, I wouldn’t share reanimation’s secrets with a novice who’d find frozen flowers impressive!”

Curwen strutted toward a constable leaning against the wall of a marble building before I could pry further. The man peered past Curwen as Rachel and I followed behind him.

“Frau Pickman!” The constable tipped his hat to the woman, and Rachel waved with a giggle. Curwen cleared his throat, and the man’s smile faded. “Who are you?” 

“Joseph Curwen. I am a first-year student at Ingolstadt University and require an audience with Professor Waldman.” 

The constable’s brow crinkled.

Curwen stomped his foot and switched to German with less confidence. “I need to...the professor see!”

The constable shook his head. “Waldman’s demonstration is not open to the public.”

“I have a letter stating otherwise,” I said in German. With a smug glance at Curwen, I showed the constable Krempe’s message. 

The constable nodded. “Alright. You may enter, but not him.” 

“You serious cannot be?” Curwen cried in German, though his thick colonial accent made the words hard to understand.  

Rachel batted her eyelashes at the constable with a deliberateness not lost on me. “Gustav, please be kind. Curwen traveled across an ocean to meet Waldman. You enjoy the ocean, do you not?” 

Gustav nodded as Rachel continued. 

“I recently finished a portrait of the coast, and you could be first in line for the bidding if you let us slip inside. Just this once.”

Gustav perked up. “I would be honored, but we have a policy. Can you wait until Waldman finishes?” 

“That would be lovely.” 

“I refuse to wait!” Curwen shouted in his butchered German. “I must...immediately with Waldman speak!”

Curwen elbowed me aside and lunged toward the door. Gustav shoved Curwen’s chest, and the student collapsed to the ground. 

“Why don’t you try learning this country’s language before speaking to its professors?” Gustav kicked dirt at the disheveled student. His brutality stunned me.

“That is quite enough.” Rachel stepped in front of Curwen to shield him. “We both know you’re not paid enough for this.”

Gustav opened his mouth to protest, then sighed. Curwen scrambled to his feet and adjusted his oversized coat. 

“You are a fool! Waldman’s genius will be wasted on Frankenstein!” Curwen snapped in English.

Gustav stepped toward him and the smaller man shrank back.

“This isn’t over,” Curwen muttered to me and stomped off with his head held high. 

“What have I done to offend you?” I shouted after him.

“Curwen, come back!” Rachel started forward but Gustav blocked her.

“Let him go. A girl like you shouldn’t engage with Ingolstadt’s degenerate student body.”

“I do keep my distance,” Rachel said innocently. “We just happened to be heading in the same direction!”

Rachel and Curwen had acted far closer than that. Her eyes met mine and the corners of her grin loosened. I gave her a small nod. She had been kind to me. I did not wish to cause her trouble. 

“Thank you for leading me to Waldman. My nerves will settle once I’m inside.”

“You are most welcome,” Rachel said with a weight that told me she knew. “It is later than I thought, I should head home before I’m missed. Tell Waldman I was here, if you could, Gustav?”

Rachel curtsied to Gustav and trotted down the street, though her glance in the direction Curwen had fled told me she’d find him after leaving our line of sight. 

What business did a lady like her have with such an uncultured prude? Crude though he was, Curwen held the resurrectionist Borellus in high regard. I would have to speak with him again. 

“Rachel is Ingolstadt’s darling,” Gustav muttered as she turned down an alley. “Don’t think you have a chance with her.”

It took me a moment to catch his implication. 

“Sorry to disappoint you, but my heart already belongs to another,” I said. 

The thought of Elizabeth twisted my stomach. Had her peeling skin healed yet?

“That’s what they all say,” Gustav snorted as I entered the building.

Inside was a circular room similar to Krempe’s lecture hall. Rows of stands surrounded a stage where an aged man—presumably Waldman—leaned over a table. He was using clamps to connect several wires from a boxy contraption to a lifeless frog. Seeing the ill-fated creature made my heart ache.

The dark silhouette of Headmaster Pickman stood behind the front lecture stand watching Waldman with his arms crossed. Not wanting to answer for my absence at chapel, I hung back as Waldman wiped down a large glass ball protruding from the top of the boxy machine. Though gray peppered his dark hair, Waldman cleaned with the vigor of a much younger man. 

“My travels through England have not been in vain,” Waldman explained to Pickman. “This is a perfect recreation of galvanism.”

“Get on with it then!” Pickman snapped. “The promises of this foul technology mock God.”

Waldman shrugged off his superior and pushed a lever on the boxy contraption upward. Low crackling rose from the box and a spark of blue flickered to life within the glass ball. The professor had trapped lightning! Yet his blue eyes were not on the thin line of electricity. Waldman was watching the dead frog as the electric sparks increased in size. Then the dead frog’s forearm twitched, and its head jerked in a way that was very much alive.

“The machine’s electrical current galvanizes muscles to life!” Waldman shouted over the growing crackling. 

The bright blue and white sparks stung my eyes, but I was transfixed. I slunk down the aisle for a better view of the spasming frog with a mixture of horror and awe. My alchemical attempts to create elixirs of immortality had never succeeded, but the jerking frog’s movements were nothing short of a real success! If life could be eternal, the contraption animating the frog was the key. I forced myself to watch the glorious, blinding experiment until Waldman pulled the lever down. The sparks vanished, and the frog went limp on the table.

“Well?” Pickman pressed as I rubbed my sore eyes. “What do you make of it?”

“It’s a clever gimmick. The electrical current gives an illusion of life—but rest assured the frog remains dead.” 

Pickman drummed his fingers against the stand. “Are you certain? This electric blasphemy will not usurp the power of God?”

Waldman laughed in his easy way. “I can assure you that the technology is nothing but a flashy spectacle to entertain English crowds!”

I swallowed my disappointment as Pickman’s icy demeanor melted. 

“Good. Now demolish this ungodly contraption. We do not need electric delusions guiding the minds of our students.”

“It will be splinters and wood chips before dusk.” 

“There will be a seat for you on the university’s board of directors.” Pickman plucked an earwig from his powdered hairpiece and rolled the insect into a ball. “Thank you for cooperating.”

“My pleasure.”

Pickman entered the aisle, and I dove behind the nearest stand. He walked past without noticing me. As Pickman exited the lecture hall, I hoped Waldman would follow. I needed to inspect the electric machine privately. Regardless of Waldman’s claims, the frog’s movements had been far too real to be a gimmick. That much I knew.

“Frankenstein, is it?” Waldman called from the stage. “You needn’t hide. Krempe explained your situation.”

Shame pricked me as I stood. Waldman waved me forward. “What a curious case you are, believing in the alchemists? I assume Krempe gave you quite the lecture?” 

I walked onto the stage, unsure how much to reveal.

“Do not mind my colleague.” Waldman placed a hand on my shoulder. I fought down the fear of plague and let it remain. 

“Krempe has been on thin ice with the university since Weishaupt’s removal. They were quite close prior to his exile,” Waldman explained. “Pickman might have given Krempe a second chance, but it’s still wise for him to not test the headmaster’s patience by encouraging arcane practices during lectures.”

If Pickman suspected I wished to make life eternal, I would surely be expelled. Waldman sensed my unease and offered a reassuring smile.

“It is not too late to prove yourself to Friedrich. Fill your head with every branch of modern science and he will forget that you ever praised the alchemists.” Waldman returned to the machine and pulled the wires off the frog. “My office has a few texts that will suit you. Come visit tomorrow and I should have them prepared.”

“It is much appreciated,” I lied. Though the professor’s kindness moved me, I cared little for the modern methods that had failed to stop Geneva’s plague. Not while Waldman was placing a blanket over a contraption with far greater potential.

“Waldman, you said England treats galvanism as a spectacle. Might the results differ if the technology were treated as a science?”

“Who can say? I am nothing more than a humble chemist who wishes to put his superior’s mind at ease! But let us not dwell on such things.” Waldman’s brow furrowed. “It is not safe.”

Not safe. That rang differently than Pickman’s “not of God.” And what did being a chemist matter when Waldman had just encouraged me to study every branch of science to be successful? Waldman was being dishonest. Or were his careful words an invitation? 

I stepped closer to the professor. “You won’t destroy the machine, will you?”

“What the headmaster does not know will not kill him.” Waldman winked. He wheeled his contraption past me on his way to the door. “I look forward to our meeting tomorrow.” 

I stood on the stage, gazing at the rows of empty stands and the cracks forming in the arched ceiling.

“As do I, Waldman.”​
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​CHAPTER 4
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Dearest Family, 

What an eventful first day this has been! I have met a generous professor who promised miracles I dare not write here, but Father, I believe I am on the cusp of a breakthrough that will forever change humanity.

Give William many kisses for me! 

-Victor Frankenstein


A sad face watched me from within my stew. I swirled the spoon to erase my reflection. The last time I’d eaten steak and tomato stew, Mother had prepared the dish. She seldom cooked, but when one of us children fell ill, she always got creative in the kitchen. Would William remember that about her? Would his infant mind remember her at all?

I caught a piece of steak floating near my spoon and deposited it on a saucer plate where a pile was forming. I’d lost my taste for meat since Mother’s passing. 

“Picky eater?” Venables laughed behind me.

“He probably needs it for his next transmutation ritual, George!” his friend jeered.

“Have you made any gold yet, alchemist?” 

I clenched my spoon as laughter echoed around the dining court. Word had spread about the alchemist in Krempe’s lecture. I tried ignoring them. Their taunts would fade as surely as the silhouettes of my childhood tormentors when my parents left for the next city during our family travels. Family was the only relationship worth forming. They would always be there.

In theory. 

“He couldn’t have made gold. A haircut is beyond his budget!” A hand slapped my back, and I whirled on my assailant with fists raised.

“Do not touch me!” I shrieked. 

Elizabeth had been infected through such contact! Only none of the faces around me were marked with the fever’s red imprint. They were set in fearful expressions I made no effort to soothe. The fools did not know true terror! They hadn’t walked streets lined with the dying and dead. I abandoned my stew and exited the dining hall without interruption. It was high time I visited Waldman.

Waldman’s office was in a large marble building on the green laced with fissures. Inside, slants of sunlight lit a worn red carpet. I followed the carmine path down a hallway of doors with nameplates belonging to Ingolstadt’s professors.

A figure rounded the corner up ahead and I recognized Krempe’s outdated yellow garb. I started to explain my presence, but the shriveled man shoved me aside on his dash to the exit. It appeared Krempe’s etiquette was as crude as his looks! Pushing myself off the wall, I carried along with a huff until locating the door with Waldman’s nameplate. 

“Professor Waldman?” I called. No answer. I reminded myself of his kind smile and encouragement. I could be open with this man.

“Waldman?” I called with more confidence. “It’s Victor. I’m here for the books you mentioned yesterday.”

Waldman’s door stood slightly ajar—an invitation. I stepped inside. Waldman failed to greet me, but the overturned chairs splashed with dried blood did the talking. 

A guttural sound echoed across the wrecked office—perhaps from me? I stumbled over the stained floorboards to see what had become of my friend. Behind the desk, Waldman lay twisted on the floor surrounded by glass shards from the broken window behind him. The shredded remnants of his clothes exposed the vicious lacerations across Waldman’s arms, legs, and throat.

It couldn’t be true. Waldman had been smiling and discussing his research only yesterday! This mass of flayed flesh couldn’t be the man so sure of himself and our future. Waldman’s mouth was stretched in a silent scream. I released my own in his place.

[image: ]

“You have a strong stomach. Most folks wouldn’t be able to walk after seeing such unpleasantries.”

“I am no stranger to death,” I mumbled to Gustav and tilted the cup of coffee the constable had given me back and forth. A bit of the liquid splashed over the side and onto the watch house’s floorboards. The sight of the dark stain made me drop the cup and moan into my hands.

“Did you notice anything odd on your way to Waldman’s office?” Gustav pressed. He was trying to be kind, but his patience had waned between rushing into Waldman’s room with Krempe and calming me enough to walk to his office and give my account. 

“I was attacked yesterday,” I said.

Krempe snorted from his chair in the corner. “That student has not left prison since his arrest.”

“Then who did...that to Waldman?” I could not speak his fate aloud. 

“A ‘who’ is out of the question.” Gustav rubbed his temples. “The slashes on Waldman’s neck were not made from a blade. A bear wandered in.” 

I had familiarized myself with bears to protect my hives in Geneva, and they seldom wandered near civilization—let alone a building in a city center! I started to say as much, but Gustav slid a stack of books on the table toward me. 

“Waldman left a note on these textbooks that read, ‘To Frankenstein.’ I assume he wanted you to have them?”

“Yes.” My throat grew tight. “We were going to discuss them together.”

“Waldman always put his students first. He was a good man.” Gustav rested his elbows on the table. “I trust you won’t bring the university negative press over this incident?” 

The constable leaned forward, and my back pressed against the chair. “Waldman gave everything for this school; scandal is the last thing he’d want.” 

I lacked the strength to fight the threat in Gustav’s tone and nodded. Krempe approached our table and snatched the first book from my pile. 

“What are you doing?” I reached for the text. “Waldman left that book for me!” 

“I have a duty to ensure that none of these texts contain confidential information.” Krempe stepped back to avoid my straining hand and flipped through the pages. He tossed the book back onto the table before I could respond. “Hand the rest over; it should not take me long.”

I turned to Gustav for support, but the constable shook his head. “Do as he says. Required reading is beyond my pay grade.”

Reluctantly, I allowed Krempe to flip through each textbook at a pace too quick for proper analysis. He was searching for something specific. Did it pertain to galvanism? 

“These are merely textbooks, you are free to have them.” Krempe shut the final book and I fought to hide my relief. “Take this opportunity to fill your head with modern science instead of alchemical delusions.”

“Get some rest first,” Gustav cautioned. “You don’t want to be half dead for the funeral this evening. Waldman will be placed in the mausoleum reserved for the best of Ingolstadt’s faculty.”

“So soon?” I asked. 

“Well, there’s no use having him rot in the open,” Krempe sniffed. “The headmaster doesn’t want to make a mountain out of a molehill.” 

Gustav picked at a loose nail, not paid enough to make it one either. 

I left the watch house and stumbled down the dirt road clutching Waldman’s books to my chest. Hours ago, he had held them as I was, but what had their contents done to save him? What good would modern science do to prevent Waldman’s fate from befalling what remained of my family? Life was a countdown, and I was helpless to stop those I cared for from reaching zero. 

The dirt road turned to uneven ground as I entered the forest. If a bear were nearby, my bees were in jeopardy. I followed the sound of the river to my hive, where the insects buzzed in and out of the wooden box. My initial joy was short-lived. 

“Is it worth it?” I asked. “Exhausting yourself in search of food that only postpones death?”

The bees carried on, oblivious they were flying in a world without Waldman. Had I skipped lunch and gone straight to Waldman’s office, could I have saved him? 

If I’d seen the red mark of fever on Mother sooner, would she still be alive?

My thumb rubbed the top textbook in slow circles over the plated title: Basics of Mathematics. Grief seized me. My fingers tightened around the book, and its cover bent unnaturally. Opening the text, nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but as my fingers traced the backside of the cover, there was an undeniable rise in the center. 

I glanced around the quiet forest before ripping through the hard paper. A thin brown journal slightly smaller than the textbook lay beneath the surface. I stared at the hidden treasure for only a moment before seizing it. Inside the little notebook were scribbled-out formulas and rewritten diagrams crammed onto each page in a hastily written font. 

Multiple paragraphs were written in a language unknown to me, but a single German paragraph demanded attention:

Therefore, it is this spark ignited at conception that animates the flesh and imbues us with life. Yet such power can only flicker for a short while before it burns out and death claims us. I cannot determine from where the spark of life originates, but I have isolated it and managed to recreate its power. If this spark were reignited within the dead, would still hearts not beat again? 

I stared at the words in disbelief. While I had been whispering dusty spells into cauldrons with Mother, Waldman had grasped the power of life! Krempe’s inspection of Waldman’s books suggested the kind professor had not kept his secret well enough. 

Waldman had told me that Krempe was on thin ice with the university after getting mixed up with the exiled headmaster Weishaupt. The ill-fated professor had underestimated the lengths Krempe would go to redeem his image. Krempe must have realized Waldman had no intention of destroying the galvanism machine and sought to expose the professor’s heresy in a confrontation that turned deadly! A bear was a fine excuse, but the absence of bear tracks by my bee’s sandy bank populated with prime woodland prey proved no such predator roamed Ingolstadt.

I did not know how Krempe had mutilated Waldman so viciously, but his honored burial meant Krempe had failed to get a career-ruining confession. Krempe needed evidence to prove Waldman had been playing God.​

I clutched the journal of miracles. Krempe had sent me to speak with Waldman about galvanism. Did he suspect his victim had gifted me the journal? If so, Krempe would surely pay me a visit next. 

Waldman’s wounds remained fresh in my memory. I had to alert Gustav!

I turned toward Ingolstadt, but the weight of Waldman’s journal kept me in place. Bringing Krempe’s crimes to light would expose the journal too, and Pickman loathed galvanism. He would confiscate and destroy Waldman’s work. Waldman would have perished for nothing, and with the knowledge of restoring life obliterated, countless more would join him. 

There had to be another way.

I flipped through the pages of diagrams and formulas. After years of Mother and me chasing the powers of eternity, I at last held the answer to make death die. How could I throw such power away? With the journal, I could bring Waldman back to a world he never should have left. I could save all of humanity from Mother’s fate.

I shut the journal in shame. Such thoughts were not of God!

A God, I reminded myself, who did nothing while the kind professor was torn apart and Mother gasped for breath on her deathbed.

Maybe it was the extravagant promises of the alchemists rattling in my skull, or perhaps the number of bodies I’d seen in recent months had numbed me to death, but nevertheless, I opened the journal with budding hope.
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​CHAPTER 5
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Dearest Family,

Tragedy has followed me to Ingolstadt. My friend is dead. I have not received your letter yet, though I know it will arrive soon. The anticipation sustains me during such misfortune.

With the utmost love,

-Victor Frankenstein


Wishing to read Waldman’s journal from the safety of my room, I returned to the inn with breathless anticipation. I barely registered the splintered door piercing my hand on contact as I entered the lobby.

“Guten Abend, Frankenstein!” Dorothea raised an ancient-looking mug in greeting.

I paused at the stairs. Before reviving Waldman, I had the living to attend to. “Dorothea, may I ask a favor?” 

“That depends.” Her eyebrows raised. “It has nothing to do with harboring a girl, does it?”

“Only 40,753, give or take.”

Dorothea choked on her beverage as I scrambled to explain. “Breathe, Dorothea. They are only bees!” 

“Bees?” 

“Yes! Could my hive stay in your garden? I wish to keep them close.” My voice fell. “Have you heard?”

“Who hasn’t? Waldman was a good man. What happened to him is a bad omen.” Dorothea shivered. “I thought Weishaupt’s banishment would rid Ingolstadt of misfortune, but it appears none of us are safe from the Reaper. I don’t want to risk the smell of honey drawing a man-eating bear to us.”

If my suspicions about Krempe were true, far worse than a bear stalked the streets. The journal in my pocket kept me from saying as much. 

“The bear is in our vicinity already,” I said. “The cries of a predator being swarmed would give us a warning Waldman didn’t have the luxury of.” 

Dorothea did not seem impressed. 

“Surely this historic inn served mead in the past? Bees would add authenticity to your establishment.” 

Dorothea stroked her chin. “Fair enough. Just place them at the edge of the property. And wait until daylight when it’s safe.” 

“I will retrieve my hive tomorrow,” I promised and started up the creaking steps toward my room. Little did Dorothea know I would wander the streets tonight for other reasons. A step cracked beneath me, and I leaped onto the next stair to avoid falling to the ground level.

“If I perish, it will be from this crumbling shack!” I shouted.

“It’s called preserving the original integrity,” Dorothea corrected. 

I snorted. At this rate, her “original integrity” would have me reuniting with Waldman outside Heaven’s gates! 

Would the Lord let me inside, though? I had committed myself to stealing Waldman back from His realm. It was a crime worthy of hellfire. My resolve slacked for but a moment until I remembered Waldman’s vicious wounds. His suffering was undeserved; I had to make it right. 

As the sun dipped below the trees and Waldman was taken to his “final” resting place, I remained at my desk poring over his notes. The journal had paragraphs in German written beside a strange language of curves and lines that left me feeling ill the longer
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