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	Modest Beginnings
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Outcast. Degenerate. Seraph of a demented god. They called me many things during my tenure with the once lauded Dr. Victor Frankenstein. I served as his left hand, his collector. Dirty work, it was. Sneaking into cemeteries under cover of darkness to rob the dead of their terrestrial remains. Am I guilty of the crimes you’ve accused? I confess I am. Don’t rush in haste to judgment, though. As I will point out in due course, I made amends for my transgressions. 

I want to lay out my account of the events as they occurred regarding his horrendous creation. For you see, all of the accounts told in his many books are incorrect. Fallacies. The mad daydreams and wishes of a coward that brought himself to the center stage. He did this after he was certain I had disposed of his hideous creation. My apologies. I hold no ill will toward Victor. He’s a sick man. I shall recount, in its grotesque entirety, the real version of the events as they pertain to Frankenstein’s creation and its path of destruction across Europe. Allow me to begin from its earliest point of convenience. 

––––––––
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My childhood. Warm summer days along the secluded shores of Lake Raznas. I was born and raised in Dvarci, a tiny lakeside village in Latvia. Peasant emancipations had begun a short time ago under our new Russian rule. Most of us farmed and fished for a living in those days. A few had hewn out an honest day’s wages as lumberjacks for the local miller. My father was a fisherman. My younger sister, Tasha, and I would go out with him on the lake from time to time. 

Papa was a proud and stout man, his back bent by years of working the earth for his father and his father before him. 

“Igor, my boy,” he said on one such trip, “take these poles and hold fast to them. They’re our livelihood.”

I held onto them for dear life. Tasha and I shared the bench at the bow while our father sat astern and rowed. The dinghy cut a neat line across the glasslike surface of the Raznas. The wake of our tiny vessel sent ripples over the black motionless water. 

“It’s so quiet out here,” Tasha said. 

Nothing else stirred on that early morning. Dragonflies flittered along the water searching for a meal, but no other people had made it out to this part of the lake yet. 

“It’s always best to be early,” papa said. He groaned through another stroke of his oars. “The early bird catches the worm.”

Tasha’s six-year-old forehead wrinkled. “If the birds are getting all the worms, what are we supposed to catch our fish with, papa?”

A hearty baritone chuckle. “Good question, pumpkin.” He held up a fist. “I guess we’ll have to fight them for it.”

Mighty clusters of birch and elm dotted the far shore. Their lowest boughs stretched out over the banks of the lake, offering midday shade to the fishermen. 

The sun peeked over the flat horizon before us and set small waves ablaze in hues of rose and gold. Papa lifted the oars out of the water and laid them inside our trusty boat. 

“Pass me the poles, Igor.” He slid a can out from under his bench. 

He took one by its hook and secured a writhing worm to it. The entire moment fascinated me. Those final fleeting instances that moved like vapors between life and death. I suppose that’s where my interest in the macabre first took root. However, later endeavors proved to be the linchpin. 

“There you are, young Tasha.” He passed a pole to her. “Will it hurt the little worm?”

Papa readied mine and passed it to me. “He won’t feel a thing.” 

I leaned back and tossed my line into the water a short distance away from the boat. 

Papa cocked his pole back. “Ease it back like this.”

Tasha mirrored his instruction. He had always been a patient teacher. 

Papa flicked his line out into the lake. “Just like that.”

My sister’s first attempt ended in a frustrated girl and one lost worm. Her shoulders sagged. 

“Not to worry, little one.” He traded poles with her and readied his new one for another cast. “Problem solved.”

We sat there in silence for the longest time, not taking our eyes off our lines. Then, a tug on my hook! I jumped so much I nearly lost my pole in the process. “Papa?”

His calm gaze watched my every move. “You’ll want to keep it taught, son. Give it a bit of a jig every now and again on the way in so you don’t let the fish jump off your hook.”

I pulled my line closer. A large fish leaped out of the water, flashing its scales in the daylight. 

“There he is!” Papa leaned over my shoulder. “Keep him on the line. That’s a big one.”

I gave the reel a few quick spins. The end of my rod bowed and bent toward the water. “It’s like a rock.”

“Don’t lose it,” Tasha said. “I wanna see.”

Papa made quick work of reeling in his line and sat his rod aside. All focus shifted to my catch. “That’s it. Nice and steady.” 

The wet line came to me in short spurts. On occasion, my fish writhed along the surface, then dove again. Another spin of my reel brought it next to our boat. Its silver form scurried in and out of the shafts of light penetrating the lake’s depths. 

“Just a tad more.” Papa leaned over the side and dipped his hands underwater. 

My rod bent to the point I thought it would snap. The line sped under the boat, pulling me over the lip of our dinghy. “Whoa!”

Papa grabbed me with a soggy hand and shoved me back into the boat. “Don’t let go.”

I cranked on the reel with all my strength. I soon brought the fish back to my side and close enough for my father to try to grab it. 

“Ah!” Papa jerked his hands back off the squirming fish in the lake. A line of red formed across his right palm. “Just a scratch.”

I set the end of my pole in the boat and pulled on the end, lifting the trout out of the water. “He’s huge.”

Papa grabbed my line and heaved our catch onto the floor of the boat. “Hold it down, Igor.”

It wiggled and flopped, wanting desperately to return to its natural environment. I got one hand on its tail and the other over its gills. 

“That’s right.” Papa sat a hand over mine and took the hook from its mouth. “Just like that.”

Its tiny mouth gasped in fast spurts. A lone eye searched—-begged for release. 

“Don’t let him go.” Papa pulled a thin chain from under the middle bench and found one of its hooks. He fed the wide hook through the trout’s gills and secured it. “One down.”

I took the chain and lifted my catch into the air. It flicked its tail once, then ceased its struggle. Its mouth moved slower. The will to live evaporated. 

“It so shiny.” Tasha rubbed its scales with her finger. 

Papa took up his rod and tossed his line back in. “This one fish will give us a good meal and the means of making several more hooks for future trips.”

My eyes never left its wide eye. “At least it won’t go to waste.” After two more gasps, my fish went lifeless. What did it see in those final throes? Did animals have souls? That morning left me with so many unanswered questions. Life was a delicate balance. All creatures sought survival, though it held no guarantee. One alteration to the being or its environment tossed everything into chaos. 



	Dangling By A Thread








Life in Latvia was comfortable, mind you, but tasteless and drab. Somewhere into my early teenage years, I made friends with what Tasha and mother called the wrong sort. They didn’t see Pyotr and Dima like I did. They had no understanding of the struggles of teenage boys trapped in such a picturesque prison. Pyotr was the more athletic and adventurous one in our clan. Light blond hair. Blue eyes of his mother. Swedish, as I recall. He was the apple of every young lady’s eye in the village. For every attribute Pyotr possessed, Dima held the opposite. Tall, lanky, and rather uncoordinated. Gangly charcoal strands that hid his light brown eyes. On a crisp autumn night, the three of us unfurled a chain of events that altered my life forever. 

“This is the worst.” Pyotr picked up another stone and skipped it across the lake’s calm waters. 

Dima poked at the mud with his twig, hoping to unearth something wet and slimy to dull our boredom. “What is there to do in this one-horse village?”

I pulled a rock mired in the muck and turned it over. “Absolutely nothing.” A few worms took off across the damp earth in search of a new hiding place. 

Pyotr stiffened as if struck by lightning. “That’s it.”

Dima pitched his twig into the water. “What is?”

He faced us and laid out his plan. “This town has nothing to do.”

“Right,” Dima said. 

Pyotr pecked Dima’s narrow chest with a finger. “But the next town over has a tavern.” A grin engulfed his childlike features. “Where there’s a tavern...”

Dima patted his head. “There’s beer.” He rubbed his bony hands together. “Great. That’s over four kilometers away.”

Pyotr strode to me. “That’s where you come in, dear Igor.”

“Me?”

He strode over to me. 

“What can I do?”

Pyotr hung an arm around my neck. “You still muck old man Smirnoff’s stalls don’t you?”

It didn’t take much of my intellect to put together his ingenious plan. “No, Pyotr. You can’t mean it.”

“You slip in,” he said, “grab one of his horses, and we ride off to the next town for the night.”

Dima came to my other side. “Yeah, Igor.”

“It’s theft.”

“We’ll bring it back,” Pyotr said. “It’s borrowing, not theft.”

“Think of it,” Dima said. “One night in a new place. New flavors.”

Pyotr patted Dima’s chest. “New girls.”

Exploring somewhere new did sound appealing to me. “I don’t know.”

Pyotr strode to the boulder and leaned against it. “No one knows the layout of Smirnoff’s barn like you do, Igor.”

“Right,” Dima said. “We’d get lost in there and get caught for certain.”

Pyotr point at me. “You, on the other hand, could be in and out of there in two shakes of a chipmunk’s tail.”

“Easy for you two to say.” I crossed my arms over my chilly body. “What if I get caught? They’ll throw me in jail.” 

They both lowered their eyes. 

“Will either of you come to spring me from my cell?” I waited for a reply that never came. “I thought not.”

Pyotr’s gaze found mine. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

“How so?”

“Besides slaying the beast of boredom?” My trusty friend since kindergarten put a hand on either shoulder. “You ever let a girl wet your wick?”

My jaw hung agape. “Of course not! What sort of—-?”

“I’ll make sure it happens.” Pyotr’s stare never faltered. 

I searched him for a crack in his defenses, but found none. My friend spoke the truth. “How can you make that sort of promise on behalf of another?”

Dima laughed. “Have you forgotten to whom you speak?” He lifted his skeletal arms to the starry skies. “He is Pyotr the Great!” 

“I’m no emperor,” Pyotr said, “but I can get you company for a night’s fun if you help us.”

Being a young lad full of fire and hormones, I did the only thing that made sense to me at that time. “Fine. Let’s go.”

We snuck across the fields on the far side of the lake. The chest-high wheat stocks provided good cover for the first part of our expedition. Once we made it to within a hundred meters of the barn, these gave way to rows of carrots, beets, and corn. 

“Over there.” Dima hunched over and crept to the long rows of dried corn shoots. 

Pyotr and I followed him into the hissing stalks. The celestial gods blessed us that night with a moonless sky. We each took a row and snuck through its clods and clumps until we reached the end. We knelt at the edge of the grass, a mere fifty meters from the barn.

“You’re up,” Pyotr said from his row. “Nothing moves in the house.”

My eyes narrowed. A warm fire burned somewhere within the cottage, but no one stirred outdoors. “What if they have dogs?”

Dima hit me with a clod from his position. “The Smirnoff’s keep them chained up on the other side of the farm where their more precious crops grow.”

“True,” Pyotr said. “They’re more concerned about their potatoes than a bunch of dead corn stalks.”

I bounced on the balls of my feet. If one of their hounds got hold of me, I’d be chewed in two. Not to mention, I didn’t fancy a mini-ball boring a hole in my backside either. 

“Now’s your chance.” Dima slapped the grass at his side. “Go, go!” 

Instincts took over. I darted for the set of barn doors nearest to me. Brief glances at the front porch and into the shadows on the far side of the property. Still no signs of people or beasts. I made it to the corner of the barn. My lungs burned. One foot over the other to the door handles, then I tugged one open. It whined on rain-rusted hinges. The mare inside whinnied and hopped around in her stall. 

I crawled inside on my hands and knees. The aroma of straw and oats soothed me. Some had a soft spot for the smell of a snapping fire. Others, grandmother’s homemade treats. The smell of a barn comforted me.

I rubbed the horse’s muzzle. “Easy, girl. It’s me, Igor.”

She bucked the outside wall of the barn before calming down to my touch. 

“That’s better.” I ran my other hand along the muscles in her neck. “Nice and easy.” I pulled the pin on her stable gate. “What do you say we go for a midnight ride, girl?”

I guided her out of the stable and took a handful of the oats from a pail hanging on the nearby post. “There.”

She lapped up the snack and shook out her dark mane. 

“Better?” I eased the mare to the crack in the doors. “Nice and easy.”

Old man Smirnoff and his wife muttered on the front porch. I sped up my pace, guiding the horse to the opening. Pyotr and Dima wagged their hands in frantic swipes. Dima’s motions told me to go back. Something was wrong. Footsteps approached the far doors. No time. I fastened a saddle to her and swung onto her back. 

The far door swung ajar. “I’ll have a look,” Smirnoff said, “and see what’s got the old gal spooked.”

Our eyes met for an instant, but long enough to seal my doom. 

“Igor!” His heavy boots thundered across the interior of his barn. “Igor Fyodorvich Zarin!”

“Hyah!” I kicked her sides, sending the horse into a gallop through the old man’s carrots. 

His shouts faded as I pushed the mare into a sprint through the wheat. “You’ll hang for this!” 

––––––––
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We burned the midnight oil. Ales were poured and love was made. A couple of days later, the town constable came knocking. 

Papa answered the door. “Can I help you with something, constable?”

The lawman removed his cap. His gray hair fluttered in the morning breeze. “I’m afraid so, Fyodor. I need to detain your son, Igor for questioning.”

My father baulked at the idea. “Questioning? There must be some sort of mistake. My son has never broken the law in his young life.”

The constable rubbed his jowls. “Mr. Smirnoff insists he saw your son steal his horse from the barn the night before last.”

Papa crossed his arms. “Preposterous.”

The officer didn’t miss a beat. “Can you account for your son’s whereabouts on the night in question?”

Papa’s stern glare burrowed a hole into my soul. “I’m sure he was around here on our property with his friends somewhere.”

The constable nodded. “He was with his friends all right.” He fished out a pad and flipped to some notes. “Two witnesses in Lipuski saw Igor and two of his friends at a tavern that night.” He flipped to the next page. “A horse matching that of Smirnoff’s missing property was tied off on a hitching post outside.” 

Papa grew more agitated. “This can’t be.”

The constable glanced around Papa. “Igor? You’re going to have to come with me for a while.”

Momma threw her towel to the table. “You will not take my child anywhere.”

“Don’t make this any more difficult than it already is, madam,” the constable said. “If your account of Igor’s whereabouts checks out, I’ll escort him back here.”

My father stepped aside as I moved to the porch. “And if it doesn’t?”

The constable tugged me behind him. “We’ll detain him until we can conduct a proper hearing.” 

“Igor!” Momma lunged for me.

The constable swatted her hand away. “Don’t make me take you in for obstruction.”

Papa held her in his arms as the constable put me in cuffs and led me to his wagon. My mother’s sobs were my last sounds of home before the buckboard rattled around the bend and off the homestead.  

Life in jail was a miserable experience. The constable stripped me of anything personal I possessed. Made me strip down to the skin, then searched me. Satisfied that I had no weapons or means of escape, he locked me in a cramped cell in the jailhouse that would become my home for the next three weeks. 

It took this long for the constable to round up witnesses to get his conviction. Smirnoff being the wealthiest farmer in the region, the constable kept no reservations on who he supported. Let them come. I had the word of my friends against his. 

Each morning, Pavel brought me a serving of fruit, bread, and some water. Most days, he then vanished until sundown. I imagined that he made his rounds about the village and trekked farther into Lipuski to question its townsfolk more on my crime. Days blended together. The box of sunshine started on my cot, and by day’s end lingered on the stone floor beyond the iron bars. 

On one sunny morning, two familiar voices resounded from the constable’s main building. Their voices were faint across the yard, but still audible. 

“It’s like this,” Pavel said. “You can either swing at the end of a rope beside your friend, or you can agree to testify against him as eyewitnesses and go free. The choice is yours.”

I held my breath in that span of silence. Dima. Pyotr. Don’t do it! 

“What sort of choice is that?” Pain shaped Pyotr’s question. “We’ll do it.”

His words hammered the final nail in my coffin home. With no one left to defend me, my death awaited.  
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