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TO BARTOSZ, WHO IS HOME







The purity of the unclouded moon

Has flung its arrowy shaft upon the floor.

Seven centuries have passed and it is pure,

The blood of innocence has left no stain.

W. B. Yeats, Blood and the Moon, III, vv. 1–4

… cleave to no faith when faith brings blood.

Arthur Miller, The Crucible

For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground

And tell sad stories of the death of kings…

William Shakespeare, Richard II, III, ii, 155–156








I

A SOLITUDE
OF CASTLES







1

THE GLOBE

WE LIVED IN Frankenstein, which is ironic, I guess. When I say this, I don’t mean that we lived in the village—we wouldn’t have lasted long. We lived in the castle atop the hill, a small mossy ruin without a roof. Its arched windows framed enough empty, egg-white sky to convince everyone that the castle was deserted, a crumbling vestige of old times, where only colonies of bats dwelt, and the occasional ghost.

That was true enough.

The village itself was not much, just a road cutting through a narrow valley, with small clumps of cream-coloured houses on either side of it, climbing the slopes of the hills with the obduracy of goats. Their slanted roofs nestled together against the woods, which in that part of the Rhine region are deep and dark and patient.

There was a repair shop by a bend in the road, and a train station with two trains passing through each day, one that went to Mannheim, and the other which ran in the opposite direction, towards Kaiserslautern. A gasthaus stood by the tracks, with a black knight painted on its side wall. A shallow brook snaked behind it. A little further off, past the brook, an austere, angular church loomed over the eastern part of the village. Purple briers flanked the stone steps climbing to the portal, where graceful black letters carved above the entrance announced, “How lovely is thy dwelling, O Lord,” and gave the year of the church’s foundation: 1871. On the left, a gravel pathway led to the graveyard, which for most of the year was more densely populated than the town it served.

In Frankenstein it didn’t take long to know the faces of everyone, and I had become an expert at recognising the traits of distant relatives coming to visit for Easter, a nose in the shape of a gargoyle, a pair of legs curving outward at the knee, a beard the colour of foamy stout. It was my responsibility. As we owed our continued existence to the secrecy of it, streets had to be patrolled, town borders policed, the train station surveilled. Since my vision was keen, and my nose for trouble honed by a lifelong inclination to suspect the worst, watch duty always fell to me. In fact, I volunteered for it.

I had a reason; and the reason was the last house in Frankenstein.

It was—perhaps it still is—painted bright blue, with a steep gable roof from which a single dormer window poked out. It sat away from the rest of the village, closer to the forest than to the nearest neighbour. It had no fence, but two lanky pencil pines growing in front of the entrance gave it a modicum of privacy. At the back, where the dormer window was, the forest’s larches— black in the summer but golden now that October had yellowed each needle with a seamstress’s patience—scratched at the wall.

No one knew I visited this house every night when I was out keeping watch. Not Regina back at the castle, who’d have thrown me out had she suspected; nor my dear friend Agata, to whom I confessed everything—except this.

I climbed the tree closest to the dormer window, my black Chesterfield melting away into the shadows. My nails dug in the wet bark until I reached a bough polished with long nights of waiting. The wood knew my spine well.

The light was on in the study, though the room was empty. Upon the large oak desk, ancient of build and oriental of fashion, a half-drunk glass of wine stood beside an old Adler typewriter. It had no paper in it, but a large, leather-bound book was propped against the keys. I recognised it. A Treatise on the Diseases of the Nervous System, by James Ross, M.D., LL.D., Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians, London.

I liked the woodcuts in it, the precise lithographs, and oftentimes—when I was sure the family was away in Ingolstadt—I had snuck inside to look at its pictures of brains in various states of malfunctioning, wondering just where it was, that mine was wrong. I never found an answer.

The October air was mellow, damp with the possibility of rain, and the window had been cracked open, which is how I heard him before I saw him. His footsteps along the corridor were slow; sleepy perhaps, yet still purposeful. He was not an idle man. Finally, he appeared.

Martin Hunger.

Husband of a wan Frenchwoman with the endangered sophistication of a Sumatran cochoa, father of a ten-year-old son who liked to read mystery novels, and a seven-year-old daughter who liked to pick mushrooms in the woods, Martin Hunger was professor of physiology at the University of Ingolstadt, a surgeon of the brain with a reputation for flawless execution, and a world-renowned expert on congenital diseases of the mind. The blue house at the end of Frankenstein had belonged to his great-grandfather on his mother’s side, and the family always came back in the summer, sometimes in the winter too, if small restorations were in order. This time he had come alone.

He was wearing a checkered dressing gown. It was too small for his square chest, greying but still lined with muscles—too small, and too short. His wife’s. I could picture him soaking in the immaculate bathtub, a ghostly steam rising from the warm water, his weary eyes closed, until an urgent idea had pierced through his doziness like a ray of moonshine from a shuttered blind. He’d risen from the tub, water splashing everywhere from his sudden jolt, grabbed the first thing he could find, wrapped it around himself. The dressing gown clung to his wet shoulders, and I could see wet footprints shining on the wooden boards.

Martin’s hair was already thinning on the peak of his wholly German hair, but around the ears it still shone with filaments of red gold. He was in his forties, though the wrinkles around his eyes, always squinting, made him look older. He put on his glasses, sat down, and craned forwards upon Ross’s Treatise.

A slight hump of the back, accentuated by years spent with his nose inside medical atlases, pulled the dressing gown away, and from the shadows outside I saw his neck, the taut skin pulsing, the bluish bas-relief of the vein running close to the surface before it disappeared below the collarbone. The cross he always wore was dull with use and age, save for Christ’s angular knees, which shone like glassy doorknobs.

My arms ached with want.

There would be a creak as they’d push open the window frame, but Martin wouldn’t hear it. His concentration braved children’s crying, telephones ringing, radios blaring—what was a creak in a night such as this, when a sharp wind blew from the west, rattling the old house? Fused with the shadows of the trees whispering outside, my own shadow would slink in unnoticed, creep towards his back, raise up to meet the soft dip between shoulder and neck.

It would have been easy; too easy, almost. My arms and shadow knew better. They knew what I had to ask Martin, and that was not the way to get his attention.

How, then? I couldn’t rap at the windowpane, or scratch at the wood until he saw me. He’d think a hungry soul had risen from the grave to torment him, my sight would stop his heart. I looked like a revenant.

No rouge could disguise my sallow cheeks. No powder could attenuate my bony features, or do something for the black hollows under my eyes. No brush had bristles strong enough to untangle the prickly blackthorn of my hair. I would have to wear a mask not to scare Martin to death, and while I often thought about asking the Baron for one—he had hundreds of them—the truth is that I was frightened to put my question to Martin. As long as it lived only in my mind, I could fashion the answer I wanted. Asking it would make it real, which meant I’d have to live with the real answer.

So I kept to the dark, and watched on, spying Martin’s face for something I had no name for, and the fine layer of skin above his carotid for something I knew all the names of—in all languages. It was an agony, but a hopeful one.

Martin read from the Treatise for a while, then he jumped up, rushed to the bookshelf on the opposite side of the study. He was closer now. Through the open window, he smelled of fresh cotton, of soap. He got on the tips of his toes and dragged down a large volume bound in maroon cloth, which looked like it weighed more than his daughter. He dropped it on top of the Treatise, started browsing it. The belt of his dressing gown had given, and now it hung loose around his waist. Thick blond hairs curled below his navel. A drop of water crawled down his ankle.

Again, I felt the urge to slip inside, to sneak from shadow to shadow, find his neck, kiss it, bite it. But he would never answer me then.

I let myself fall to the ground. A weasel rummaging through the leaves yelped and scuttered away from me, darting towards the forest. I ran after it. The gaunt elms on that side of the valley rose from the mist like so many desolate phantoms lingering on a battlefield. A pale eagle-owl flew in front of me, the tip of its wing brushing against my cheek.

I only slowed down when I reached the trail leading up to our castle, because the path was steep, my breath short with more than the run. It was just as well. I didn’t want Regina to see me flushed, didn’t want her asking questions. I pulled on the roots of a fallen horse chestnut half-sunk in the muddy side of the hill to hoist myself up the final curve.

Somehow tall and squat at the same time, all red rock dripping with dark creepers, Castle Frankenstein leaned against a large stone shoulder, itself red in colour. The stone was so bulky that the road to the castle had to draw a wide bow around it, and what lay beyond was blocked from view. When I approached the gate from this side, I always feared an ambush. That night I walked into one.

There was a snow globe sitting in front of the gate.

The glass was cracked, the snow swirled no more.

Inside, a miniature white castle shone pink at the light of the moon.
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THE GARRET

THERE IS A castle on the moon.

This is what Regina taught me, after she found me in a draughty garret near the church of St Nicholas in Deptford, where I had been living—hiding, rather—after I left home, in the south of Europe. I looked up from my misery, and there she was.

Long red hair that framed her face as a bride’s veil, the right eye pointing outward as if looking out for threats, Regina had the arresting presence of a fiery sirin on an old Russian print. The night she found me, though, her face was soft, like a mother’s. She crouched down in front of me, her black frock rustling about her feet as if a flutter of moths was trapped between its folds.

She told me she had been watching me for days. Watching, as I made my way through the streets of the city, shimmering with rain, the halos around the lamp-posts as distant as other suns, far-away and forsaken. Watching, as I prowled the dimly lit alleyways of Southwark, stalking the public houses for the intoxicated sailors, stonecutters and actors who stumbled out of them. Watching, as I dragged them giggling in the dark; and later on, as they crawled back into the light, while I stayed behind, praying for an oblivion that did not end with the crowing cock.

I was praying to the wrong god, she told me, and punctured her upturned palm with a hatpin.

The blood dripping down her fingers was more akin to water than blood, even though what it resembled the most, in the way it behaved, was liquid mercury.

It was not red.

It was silvery pink, the colour of a waning moon.

The same colour as mine.

“When did you know?” she asked, getting back up and looking around the small room. Her lips pursed. The smell was foul.

I was seven. I was hiding in a cupboard with a school friend, in the pitch black of our youthful eagerness, playing at touching each other, until I tried to kiss him like I had seen them doing in the movies, and he punched me on the nose and ran away and left me there, bleeding that strange thin blood which was not like the blood I had seen on his knees when he scraped them.

Then I knew I was different. And soon I discovered my brain worked differently, too.

I liked graves, not playgrounds. Merry-go-rounds made me sick, I had no taste for heroism. I feared my happiness was poisonous, it could spoil everything I felt happy for, and everyone I felt happy with. Balance was precarious, the world a book of signs I was good at reading—they all spelt doom.

If you’ve ever seen a spider trying to trap a hornet in its web, you know what it’s like to inhabit my mind. I’m the hornet, and the spider trapping it.

Soon after the realisation that I was different, there came another one: I could not stay home. Home was a place of rolling grass dappled by a perpetual summer sun that made it impossible to hide; a place of sidelong glances following you down the streets like flies, the buzz of tongues just as persistent. Tongues talking, tongues tittle-tattling, tongues tipping off my mother about my every move. Sometimes, I caught her looking at me as one looks at tea leaves at the bottom of a cup, telling the fortune written in them. She tried to predict my future in the way I moved my arms, cocked my head, rose on my toes. What she saw must have filled her with shame, because her soothsaying always left her shaking her head, her eyes veiled over. I started to think she’d have preferred me dead, because that way she could control what would become of me—worms, and the lustre of bones.

So I left, and never returned; my heart broken, but still mine.

I sobbed and Regina was on her knees again. She told me she could save me.

I didn’t know I wanted to be saved, but I did, and I followed her aboard the Night Ferry to Paris. From there, we made our way to Frankfurt and then Mannheim, until we reached Frankenstein. As we travelled, she told me the story of the castle on the moon, and the King who lived in it.

The King had a name. Ludwig II of the House of Wittelsbach, King of Bavaria.

Some called him the Swan King because Lohengrin—whom he loved—was the Swan Knight. For Regina, though, he was the King on the Moon, or simply the King.

He was born on the same day as his grandfather, the old king, at the very same hour, a momentous occurrence. The year: 1845, year of crows and violins, ships adrift amidst the ice.

The King grew up to be a quiet, thoughtful child, prone to morosity, who liked listening to his mother as she read parables from the Bible, building models of the Holy Sepulchre, and dressing up as a nun.

He also liked to sleep during the day and stay awake at night, because once he had found a dying cygnet in a bush, and he had pierced his skin on a rose’s thorn trying to save him. Then he had seen that his blood was pink with white-bluish flecks in it, just like ours, and had grown convinced that the moon had mothered him, that at birth she had placed a stone from her heart inside his tiny ribcage.

She whispered to him at night, when he got up from his bed and tiptoed to the window to look at her, high upon the blue mountains. There would come a time, she’d say, when she would call to him, and he would come home—the home of emperors and builders of wonders, knights of the Cross and the Cup. Of Lohengrin, son of Parzival. Home was Montsalvat, where the Grail was hidden. Take a sip, and you will be saved forever.

As the Night Ferry crossed the Strait of Dover, Regina told me that the King hated the wretched age he was forced to live in. A bloodless age, without mystery and magic, without honour. When everything else failed him—family, love, state—he turned to building castles, just as, when still a little child, he had built models of the Sepulchre.

In a way, his castles were graves. Linderhof, Herrenchiemsee, Neuschwanstein—all crypts he haunted, forlorn, fleeing the pomp and circumstance of the capital, searching for a moment of grace on mountain lakes and misty forests. He liked to race with his coach through the trees at night. He was mad, everyone said.

He wasn’t, and no one knew that, unbeknownst even to his most trusted advisors, he was building his final castle. The castle on the moon.

“I can take you there,” Regina had said as we entered Frankenstein.
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THE CARDS

“WHERE DID YOU find it?” Agata said, looking into the snow globe. She was holding it as one might a toad, or something that bites.

It was well past midnight and we were in her room, a small guardroom in the only remaining tower of Castle Frankenstein, just below mine. She called it her fainting room on account of the dozen méridiennes and ottomans crammed inside, and often joked that you couldn’t trip without falling onto a cushion. The other pieces of furniture were an old armoire and a dressing table, its surface dripping with wax from the candles Agata had placed on it over the years, the new ones often sticking out from the old, deformed stubs. In the oval mirror in front of which she was now sitting, the flames had the mischievous appearance of little red sprites floating around her head.

As the windows of our rooms—unlike in the rest of the castle—were boarded up with wooden planks, there was no danger of someone from the outside noticing the candles, though this made for very stuffy air. Sometimes, when we were feeling giddy, and Regina was away on some business, we’d unscrew one of the planks, to allow a fresh breath of night to gush in. It was risky, but we’d had our fair share of kids on a dare or drunkards lost in the woods stumbling at our door, and we had our ways of dealing with the intruders, tricking them away. A witch’s whisper in the shadows of the courtyard, a wisp of light leading unsteady legs to sleep in a ditch.

That night Regina stayed in, and the window was sealed shut.

Agata moved the snow globe closer to the candles, pressed her nose to the model to study it. I was afraid her ruff would catch fire.

“It was in front of the gate when I came back,” I said.

“It’s Neuschwanstein,” she said.

I knew. I could not fail to recognise King Ludwig’s white palace, its red gatehouse, the rectangular tower, the soaring pinnacles. The model was sculpted with precision, every detail, no matter how small, rendered with a miniaturist’s care, from the stepped gable above the gatehouse to the triumphant Saint George stabbing the dragon in the throat, frescoed on the palace’s entrance.

“Do you think—”

I stopped.

Agata turned to look at me. Her face was pinched after so many weeks of confinement, with a green, impish tinge to it. Her black, trumpet-sleeved dress emphasised the pallor, bringing to mind pictures of deathbeds and blood-stained handkerchiefs. The cheekbones, always a prominent feature of her lineaments, now stood out like snowy outcroppings from a mountaintop, and so did the long, bony Spanish nose.

Out of boredom, she had styled her curls—naturally blond, but dyed in a darker shade some months prior, and now dull like ancient, burnished brass—into a high pouffe. Inside she had hidden a handful of teardrop pearls inherited from a grandmother or a great-aunt, one could never be sure when her family was involved as she was always scarce with details, a scarlet guilt creeping up from her neck every time she talked about them. At the candles’ light, the pearls beamed like a wolf’s eyes behind a boxwood.

“What?” she said, her fingers tightening around the globe’s base.

“Do you think someone left it for us?”

A crystal flake still stuck to one of Neuschwanstein’s turrets. Agata sat the snow globe down on the dressing table, contemplating it as though the palace’s door might fling open and the King march out in full uniform.

“It is a common enough trinket,” she said. “The King’s famous in this part of Germany too, even if we’re far from his castles. And Christmas is near. Perhaps a little child dropped it?”

I didn’t say that there was no reason why a child should have a Neuschwanstein snow globe in his or her pocket, at the top of our hill, on a rainy October day.

“Perhaps,” I said instead.

Agata seemed content with this answer, and went back to putting carmine on her lips—the operation I had interrupted when I came in with news of my finding. She looked at me through the mirror.

“Do you want a reading?” she said.

We moved some ottomans around, got down on the floor. Agata’s rumpled gown swelled up around her waist like a ripe, blackening persimmon. She gave me the deck.

It was a little habit of ours, adopted many years before and cultivated during the long, bleak Frankenstein winters. Agata always seemed soothed by the rustling of the deck, and I’d come to rely on the acuity of her readings, especially at times when I myself was feeling rather purblind. Ever since Regina had consigned her to her room for breaking the most fundamental rule of our order—never disrespect the King—Agata read my cards every night.

* * *

IT HAD HAPPENED a sweet night in late August, a few days after the celebration for the King’s birthday.

I was in my room drawing up a map of our valley—an endeavour which occupied the best part of my waking hours, when I was not on watch duty—when Agata burst in, throwing herself at my knees and clutching my arm. The map was to be a gift for the King, when he received us, and I hastened to salvage the corner she had trampled on.

“Oh, my dear Ambrose!” she said. “William loves me, and I love him, and I want to play until the sun comes up. Come!”

William was the young mason she had taken a shine to, a robust youth with hair so blond on his head and arms, it looked almost white. He lived by the train station, in a small cottage with a riotous mass of ivy growing on its front wall. If you squinted, it looked like a strange leafy anchor hung above his door, dropped there from some cosmic schooner adrift between the stars.

I tried to calm her down. I offered her tea from my stove, and a couple of cushions to make herself comfortable while it brewed, but she listened to no reason. She was so flushed she tore the starched ruff from her neck. I could see where William had bitten her.

“No, no, no,” she insisted. “We won’t sit around like a couple of crones, drinking tea and wasting time away. Come, Regina will never find out—she’s not here.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw her in the village. Heading out of it. She was making sure no one was following, but I saw her. William’s house is just off the main road, on the way to Diemerstein, and I was looking through the curtains while he was in the tub. Perhaps she’s out having fun, too.”

Somehow, I doubted it. It was more likely that Regina was fetching a vital component for her experiments, something big and expensive that only the big, expensive shops of Kaiserslautern carried in stock. She had her ways to circumvent the opening hours.

“And the Baron?” I asked. Regina might be out, but her lackey always stuck around.

“Ambrose!”

Agata was getting impatient, her energy, frustrated by my cowardice, turning sour. She flashed her teeth in disgust. “We can’t live our lives like this! We are still young, you and I. Come, I’ll play something you haven’t heard in a long time.”

In the end, I could not resist her.

I wanted to prove her right, be young with her.

We snuck across the courtyard and down into the undercroft that served as our great hall. It was there that we celebrated the King’s birthday on the twenty-fifth of August, along with the few other commanded feasts our calendar called for—the third of May, to commemorate the Audience that changed the King’s life forever, and thus ours too; the thirteenth of June, to honour His ascension, when we poured our pink blood into a cup and set it ablaze, so that the vapours might reach Him; and the twenty-first of December, to mark the longest night of the year.

The hall was spare, with a sturdy walnut table in the centre and four wainscot chairs around it. Their backs were carved with scenes of swans and swords. The ceiling above the northwestern wall was partially collapsed, and a faint moonlight was seeping through, escorted by ribbons of mist. The cavernous fireplace was just underneath the hole, and in front of it stood the Bösendorfer, black and regal in its otherworldliness as the moon made its lacquered wood translucent.

Agata sat at the piano, the entirety of her face cracked open by a smile of childlike delight. Her fingers spidered in the air, anticipating the coldness of the keys.

“Are you ready? Chopin, Étude Op. 10, No. 4, presto con fuoco.”

A sudden fear shook my back, and I almost cried out for Agata to stop.

Chopin was forbidden inside the castle.

Chopin, and Mozart, and Beethoven, and Brahms—they were all forbidden.

Only the music of Wagner could be played on the Bösendorfer, because only the music of Wagner pleased the King, who was ready to bankrupt a realm to finance the maestro’s dreams. He had built an artificial grotto in his park with a lake in it, a waterfall. An electric power station allowed him to conjure a rainbow among the stalactites, create waves in the water. Musicians concealed by the fake rocks would play Lohengrin for him, and this was what was expected of Agata as well.

Sometimes, when we were sure Regina was out, Agata and I would listen to Chopin or to the works of new artists whose vinyl records I picked up in town. Their rhythms were so outrageously different from what we were used to that our jittery hearts threatened to break. Our favourite was a record called Funeral. The name on the sleeve, Arcade Fire, sounded like an incantation. We’d worn grooves in it. We played our contraband records on an old portable gramophone Agata had hidden inside the padding of a green velvet sofa, so positioned that one had to climb over several hassocks to reach it. We would huddle in a corner, shielding the gramophone with our bodies, and would listen to the music at a volume so low we had to hold our breath in order to hear anything.

This was another matter, though. This was blasphemy. But Agata didn’t care.

She played the piece once, fiendish in the speed it required, her fingers so quick upon the keys that they seemed to warp the air around them. Then she played it again; and again; and again; each time quicker and quicker until I could hear the bones in her hands almost breaking from the tension. A transmogrification occurred before my eyes.

Agata was superb, as always, but mad with a fire I had never seen before. Her skin was so pale I could see her pink blood coursing through her veins, burning bright, and turning my friend into a blazing seraph. She played and played, unrelenting, bobbing her head as she went, throwing her hair this way and that. She stomped her feet on the ground, and howled with joy, and the rats around us retreated in fear, because they had never heard such commotion in the grimy, swishy undercroft they had reluctantly granted us access to.

The music was infectious. Soon I found myself dancing in the dust.

I clapped my hands and bats flew down from the rafters and out into the night through the hole in the ceiling. I threw open my arms and pretended I could fly too, jumping and leaping and bouncing and twirling until I saw stars—

—and Regina’s white face looking at us, her eyes black with anger.

She stepped towards the centre of the hall.

When Agata saw her too her fingers froze mid-air, the music as dead in the room as the echo of laughter from centuries past.

“I don’t remember… What are we celebrating tonight?”

Regina took another step towards us.

Even the rats hid from her wrath.

“Is it the first time the King heard the music of Wagner? But this is not Wagner, is it? No, I guess not,” she said. Half-plunged into the darkness, she looked like a stone atlas, bearing on her shoulders all the weight of the castle above us. “No,” she repeated. “No.”

The next night Agata and I began our confinement. As I had been dancing, and Regina decreed that dancing was but an effect of music being played, I was sentenced to thirty days of confinement in my room, with dispensation to attend Mass each Sunday and practise whenever Regina called it.

Agata was still serving her ninety days, and going crazy with loneliness.

* * *

I STOPPED SHUFFLING the tarot deck and passed it back to Agata. She started laying down the cards in the strange, asymmetrical design she favoured. It looked like a cathedral’s floorplan, though whatever god was celebrated in there must have been a trickster who liked its crosses askew and its naves winding.

“Did you see someone while you were in town?” she said, almost casually, as she put down the final card of her diagram.

She knew about the men I visited sometimes, in their houses or in the woods, when I was on watch duty: a lawyer who worked in Frankfurt and came back on the weekends to be with his ailing parents; a teacher at the Kaiserslautern high school; a train conductor who often worked on the Mannheim route and was, as of late, my only constant social call. As intimacy with outsiders was, if not forbidden, at the very least frowned upon, we always had to discuss this matter with caution.

“No,” I lied.

She knew about the conductor, the lawyer, the teacher. She didn’t know about Martin.

Martin didn’t mean sex, or companionship, or even infatuation. He meant something else. He meant treason; he meant defection.

I remember when I first heard about him, during one of my watches. A tiny, almost inconsequential bit of hearsay, someone telling someone that someone else had been cured from a supposedly incurable malady by Benedict Hunger’s son, Martin.

At first, I didn’t pay it any attention, until one night I found myself near the blue house and went to have a look. The family was away and I slipped in, found Martin’s tomes in the study. I spent hours looking at them, trying to decipher the meaning of the inscriptions below each woodcut, searching for my affliction, the one I had discovered in the cupboard; the one that had driven me from home and to the garret where Regina had found me. Later, as I was rummaging through Martin’s desk, I dug out a stack of notes from the bottom of a drawer. I was leafing absent-mindedly through them when I saw something that made me stop. It was the beginning of an article Martin was thinking of submitting, according to what he’d scribbled at the top of the first page, to the Journal of Neurology. The title, typed on the Adler and underlined with a red pen, was “Noctambulism and Other Phenomena of Extreme Nocturnality: A Proposal for a Cure”. Only the first few sentences survived among the notes, but what I read there, promising the possibility of “a full recovery from all those darkenings of the mind which appear to stem from an imbalance of the circadian cycle”, produced a startling realisation:

Perhaps I don’t need Regina. Perhaps he can help me.

That’s what Martin meant to me. He meant that I was considering a life outside the castle, a life without Regina. She called us an Order, The Order of the King on the Moon, but I’d come to feel we were more of a cult—her cult—and you never should tell the leader of a cult that you might have found a way out.

That’s why I had to keep Martin from Agata, because she loved me dearly, and would do anything to keep me from harm. I could not endanger her so. At least, not until I was sure that what Martin had to offer was a viable alternative to Regina’s plan. Then I’d take Agata with me and run away. Martin would whisk us to Ingolstadt, or even further away, it didn’t matter where, as long as he could help us.

When she understood that I wasn’t going to add anything else, Agata sighed. “How I miss going out—what day is it?”

“Saturday, the twenty-third of October.”

She counted fast. “Thirty-six days still to go,” she said, her face dropping.

Something strange happened then.

Behind her, beside the door where the candlelight never ventured, Agata had hung an old portrait of herself. She was a child in it, dressed in a red satin gown and sat on a Louis XIV armchair. They had put a tiger pup in her lap. Agata never looked at the portrait, and whenever I’d bring it up, she’d bare her teeth. “That old daub,” she’d say. Even so, the few times I had suggested that perhaps she ought to throw it away if it irked her so, she had been as adamant in defending the picture—her only family heirloom—as she had been in disparaging it when I was admiring, out of curiosity more than politeness, some aspects of it. In truth, there wasn’t much to admire. The painter had lacked any true inspiration, and had left almost no trace of his artistry in the execution, which was rather vulgar. However, when lying on a sofa after a night playing Russian checkers with Agata, I often thought I could discern the echo of an intention in the way the child held the cub, a purposefulness, a kind of stubborn temerity in the way her fingers stuck together, as if the painter had poured all his talent into that single detail.

That night it wasn’t the hands, though.

It was the eyes.

Amidst the dusty méridiennes, for a brief moment, the Agata holding the tarot deck to her chest wore the same expression as the Agata holding the tiger on her lap, and from where I was sitting the two of them aligned. It was then that I saw something in the child’s eyes that was not there before. A sorrow, a rage, a hunger.

All that is good has passed for me, Agata’s eyes were whispering.

I’ve destroyed it myself, the painted ones were shouting.

“Pick a card to turn,” Agata said. Her voice seemed distant, her pale face wavering in the dark like a friar’s lantern in a marsh. She seemed about to fade, to disappear into the picture, her portrait self sucking her back in. I knew it was only a game the light was playing with my tiredness—it was almost dawn—but I couldn’t stand still and watch her vanish.

I reached across the cards and hugged her. She smelled of powder and wax and smoke, and the tobacco she was fond of chewing, and it was her smell, more than her bony frame, that dispelled the illusion. I stole a nervous glance over her shoulder, but whatever sorcery the portrait had just woven had dissipated. It had gone back to being the coarse job of a hack more interested in the faded grandeur of Agata’s family—and their gold—than in the soul of his subject.

“Do you think Regina will ever forgive me?” Agata whispered in my ear.

“I am sure of it.”

“Do you think she will tell the King I disobeyed her, when we see him?”

“I am sure she won’t. She knows you meant nothing by it,” I said.

What I wanted to say was: why do we care about the King, and what Regina might tell him, if and when he agrees to see us? Why do we let her dictate what music we can play, what books we can read, what prayers we may say, whom we can see, and talk to, and be affectionate with? When we accepted her invitation to Frankenstein, relinquishing our old lives, did we also relinquish the right to decide where, and how, we should find happiness in our new ones? What if there is another way, and I have discovered it?

Agata broke away, sniffed. Her eyes were wet. “Pick a card to turn,” she repeated.

I turned my eyes down, grateful to let the portrait disappear into the shadows on the wall. I chose the card closest to me, the lady’s chapel of that bizarre cathedral.

A black swan, with a red beak. I knew this card well. It always came up in our readings, and Agata had become convinced it represented me. She smiled.

“The Father of Cups, again,” she said. “Pick the second one.”

I chose the transept, turned it.

“The Nine of Swords,” Agata said, and flinched. She placed a finger on the card, moved it away from her. The illustration on it was disturbing. Two eyeballs plucked from their sockets, with maggots crawling above them. A forest of swords grew impenetrable along the margins, their points trained towards the centre.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It means you are struggling, you are trapped inside your skull and cannot see a way out. Doubt and concern are eating away at you like maggots. But—” She stopped, looked at me with a mixture of concern and suspicion. “I’ve never pulled this card for you before. What changed?”

On the card, the eyes were ravenous with surprise. Was that what my eyes looked like as I watched— I stopped before my mind could conjure up a picture of Martin. Skulls were veils to Agata, I could not betray myself.

I shook my head to clear it, then I noticed that the eyes on the tarot were pointing in two different directions, like Regina’s. I felt them on me, seeing right through me, seeing my secret, the worry which was not eating away at me but gobbling up my insides. Soon the worry would have no more stomach to consume, it would start burrowing its way out of me; soon it would show on my face, a leprosy of lost faith. Then Regina would know about Martin, about the hope which bloomed in my heart’s darkest cave, the question begging to be asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know what changed. You are supposed to tell me that.”

“Pick the third card. Perhaps it will clear the Nine’s meaning.”

This time, I chose the card sitting the furthest from me, the portal of the cathedral. I turned it.

A nosediving owl, with a black sword in its talons.

“The Son of Swords,” Agata said. “More swords. Although this is not as bad a card as the Nine. It represents a man. He’s assertive and strong, but he might also be violent. And he’s wise, though you don’t know the real extent of his knowledge. Do you know who this card could represent?”

My wayward thoughts ran to Martin, and this time I was too slow in steering them away. Agata was looking right at me, she saw him.

“Who is he?” she asked.

I smiled to stop my face from crumpling, closed my eyes to hide the fear widening them. I offered her the picture of Martin’s neck, his broad chest still wet from the shower, his muscled legs. He liked to run, often at night, after working at his desk, sweat plastering his hair to his forehead. I offered Agata the cross, the navel.

“A man in town,” I said. I could feel Agata’s magpie eyes searching every line on my face. She could not resist secrets, especially those brought into the open by her cards, and as she felt this one was dangerous, she wanted it even more.

“Why haven’t you told me about him?” she said.

“I just spy on him. The old cat and the mouse,” I said. My eyes were still closed, but she knew I was lying. I heard the ruffle of her dress as she got up from the ground, swished away from me.

“You know you can trust me,” she said, her voice raw.

“I do,” I said. And it was the truth, and it was a lie.

I looked at her. She had lain down on the yellow-and-purple récamier closer to the boarded-up window, her favourite one.

“I’m tired,” she said. “We will have to finish the reading another day.”

I knew it wasn’t true, but I went to her and kissed her forehead.

She wore a pale, spiritless smile. Anger was already leaching out of her. She smoothed the velvet lapels of my Chesterfield, which was a gift from her, a present she had given me for the first King’s birthday we’d spent together at the castle. She too had run away from her home, somewhere in the Pyrenees, and had been brought to Frankenstein six or seven months before me. She was thinking about leaving until my sudden appearance one night changed her mind. We were the same age and felt an immediate kinship for each other. She was my sister, we were bound. Keeping things from her pained me.

“Will you bring me something back, the next time you go to the village?” she said.

“What do you want?”

“Just a memory will be enough,” she said.

“A memory? What do you mean?”

“You will see something—a flower in a pot, a red bathing suit hung up to dry. You will see something that’s full of colour, and remember it, and share your memory with me, and it will be like I saw it too. A good memory. Will you do this for me?”

“I will,” I said, and thought of Martin again as I left, wondering why it was tonight, of all nights, that he had shown up in the cards.

* * *

My room was just below the tower’s roof, in a dovecote that I had scrubbed clean my first night at the castle. Regina had insisted that I choose one of the underground rooms, they were safer, but I was used to garrets and could not bear the thought of living down there. In the end she had to allow me my wish.

That was before, when she was still trying to win me over to her cause; when she needed me. It felt good to be needed. She had asked me: What will you bring to the faith?

The Baron brought his muscle and his scheming, and his knowledge of the stars. Agata brought music, because she had no rivals at the Bösendorfer, and she also brought money, as she came from a family of landowners whom she’d robbed before running away and Regina was clever enough to know that faith, without money to sustain it, is often called delusion. As for myself, it turned out I brought three things:

My nosiness, which made me an excellent spy.

My eagerness to please, which made me an excellent servant.

My misery, which made me the perfect believer.

She needed those things, and me. But that, as I said, was before. Before she had me in her thrall, and turned from saviour to jailor, from mother to abbess—though the difference is tenuous at the best of times. It was before I started doubting her, and the King.

I used to fantasise about the moment when I’d meet him.

On the nights I woke with my hands sweaty and unsure and felt myself slipping, I’d climb what remained of the castle’s watchtower, whose parapet hung just above the large red boulder. I’d lie up there, and dream about the castle in the sky, the white keep tall with turrets, the spires twisting against the night’s black belly, drilling holes in it.

The King would greet me in the bailey—and what a sight he was, his eyes as blue as a winter lake frosting over, his hair blacker than the universe’s yawn. He was beautiful—not as a strong, healthy man passing you by on a street; but as a god on a winged horse, crowned by fire.

He’d walk towards me. His uniform was white, but the russet turnbacks bespoke the warmth of his embrace. A white tricorn laced with gold snuggled under his arm. The sabre by his side gleamed in the blackness like the tooth of a great prehistorical predator.

“Ambrose,” he’d call to me, and off his tongue my name sounded as rare as a gemstone, and just as valuable.
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