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To Saint Darwin: Your story still remains to be told
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Some day, but not at this time,

I shall make an announcement of something 

that I never once dreamed of.

—Nikola Tesla
  


The first sound Charles heard was rain. It was such a familiar sound that he thought for a moment he was back in the gutter of New London, huddling in rubbish for warmth. Then he realized that he was curled around something knobby and hard—a tree root.

He worried for a moment that he was in the Forest, that the dryads had somehow enspelled him and brought him here. He searched his memory and remembered Lucy Virulen’s hand slipping from his as he fell through howling darkness toward a door of light.

We are where I said we’d be.

The Grue. 

There was a tiny part of him, like a black box shut deep in his mind, that the Grue couldn’t always control. That little part was disappointed. He had hoped if they achieved their aim and opened the door he would be free of the Grue, the magic, everything. He had hoped that he could start anew. 

He shut away those feelings before the Grue could mock him for them, and breathed deeply. Old London. The smells were different than home—loam rather than sewage, wet leaves rather than the burning bone of the Refineries. This place reminded him of the Virulen countryside with its orchards and gardens. 

Kent, to be precise, the Grue said. London proper is now much the same as your home. Though without the magic, of course. 

Charles looked up. He was lying under the spreading branches of an apple tree. Speckled, blushing apples dripped water on him, and he found himself thinking briefly of Saint Newton. The curtain of rain obscured all but the most basic details. He was in an orchard with a gravel path beyond. The chill in the air felt like September.

He sat up slowly, every bone in his body settling back into place with great pain. He gasped at the sharpness of it. It was as if his skeleton had been unstrung and now was being reassembled. 

It practically was. The Grue snickered. Travel between the worlds isn’t easy on flesh like yours.

Then why did we do it? Charles asked silently. 

Always so many questions. 

Charles waited. He knew the punishment if he asked more than the Grue was willing to tell. It was always a careful and calculated agony that made Charles wish he’d never had a single thought of his own. It had taken him a long time to learn to hide his thoughts, and he couldn’t always do it well enough. 

The worst thing he could do was demonstrate that he had any will of his own. 

We are here because this is the Gathering Place where long ago I was cast from this paradise. There was the hint of a sneer in the Grue’s voice. 

Charles looked up at the nearest apple, and a strangely passionate longing to pluck it grew within him. But the Grue hungered for other food. It sometimes felt like Charles had eaten the entire world for his master, but it was never enough. He had devoured the Sphinx, the Wyvern hatchlings . . . anything made of myth to satisfy him. But nothing ever did. 

There was only one thing the Grue wanted now. Her.

Charles had long known that the woman for whom the Grue yearned was someone of such importance that the creature had nearly destroyed an entire world to get to her. He also knew that she had betrayed the Grue and that he longed for revenge perhaps even more than he longed for the sight of her. Everything the Grue had made him do—hoarding power by eating raw myth, killing anyone who got in his way, capturing the Manticore to take her Heart—all had been done for this nameless woman. For the chance to be in her presence again and take revenge. 

But Charles still didn’t know who she was. Her face was imprinted on his memory—a face like starlight, eyes deeper than oceans. He knew that in a time long past, she and the Grue had been lovers. He knew that she had betrayed him during a war and allowed him to be exiled with some of his kin. That was when the Grue had become what he was now—a shriveled homunculus, all his beauty and power stripped down to this horrid, vengeful core. 

“Is there a reason you’re sitting under my apple tree, young man?” a voice said from behind him. 

The rain had obscured the sound of the man’s approach. Charles turned. 

Charles Darwin, the Saint for whom he was named, peered in at him under the laden apple branches. He was ancient. His white beard flowed over his collar. He wore a broad-brimmed black hat and matching coat that glistened with rain. He clutched the head of a cane with a hand as gnarled as the roots of his apple tree. None of his mythical Apes could be seen dancing around him. 

Charles stared at him, openmouthed. 

Don’t be such a git, the Grue said. He’s a man, nothing more.

The Grue’s hunger beat at him. After all the magical energy expended to get here, they were both completely drained. The Grue needed food, and the most obvious source was right in front of them. Charles pushed himself to his feet. He clenched his fists and then shoved them in his pockets. He didn’t want to do this—not so soon anyway—but the Grue didn’t care what he wanted. 

Darwin watched him with a knowing look, far too knowing. 

There was no reason to speak. The old man would be easy to overpower. The Grue wished for the soul jar, so that he could trap the Saint’s soul, but they would have to do without it. Charles felt the Grue summoning the magic through him, the magic that would subdue Darwin and bring him under their control. The Saint wouldn’t feel anything. 

And afterward? Charles couldn’t think about that. The Grue wouldn’t allow it. 

He summoned the magic, but nothing came. When he reached for it, in fact, there was a stunning jolt, as if an arc of mythfire had swept through his body. The Grue growled. Charles stumbled back against the tree, and it was only the splinters of bark under his nails that kept him from fainting. 

“Are you quite all right?” Darwin said. 

Charles realized Darwin must have asked him several questions that he hadn’t caught. Charles managed to shake his head before the Grue could take possession of his tongue. 

“Let’s get you inside,” Darwin said, a bit too gently. 

Charles was chilled to the bone. It was as if whatever magic he’d touched had not only shocked him but frozen him to the quick. 

The magic is different here. You must channel it and work with it differently.

And then it felt as if the Grue fainted away from the shock himself, because Charles could no longer hear his thoughts. 

Such a thing had never happened in the year that Charles had hosted him. There was always a response to his thoughts—a sneer, a smirk, and very rarely, praise. He had gotten so used to that voice that he’d almost thought it his. Being alone was odd, and yet he longed to know the stillness of his own thoughts again. 

Darwin led him inside. Charles wasn’t sure how he managed to walk into the house; his legs were like jelly. 

A little girl ran up to them as they entered, and Darwin divested himself of coat and hat. “There you are, Granpapa!” she said. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere!”

She looked at Charles. “Who is that?”

Darwin glanced at Charles. His brows were like white clouds in the gloomy house. “I found him under the apple tree. There hasn’t been time for introductions.”

“I’m Charles Waddingly. Charles Darwin Waddingly. I was named after you.” 

A servant bustled in and unnecessarily tidied the coat and hat Darwin had already hung. “Sir, if you’d come through the other door . . . ,” he began, then stopped when he saw Charles. 

“Turnbull, that’s precisely why I didn’t. I don’t need all your fussing,” Darwin said. “Bring tea to my study, will you?” 

Turnbull tried to tear his stare from Charles without much success. “Of course, sir.”

The little girl tugged on Charles’s sleeve. “I’m Gwen.” 

Darwin whispered something aside to Turnbull that Charles couldn’t catch.

Charles nodded at her. Even in the gloomy afternoon, her little cheeks were red as the apples on the tree. 

His mouth watered. The Grue was waking again. 
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In the study with tea and a fire on, Darwin settled behind his desk. His hands moved restlessly across specimen jars and stacks of papers. Beneath the usual smell of fire on the little hearth, Charles caught the scents of formaldehyde and death—the comforting miasma of a museum. 

“Well,” Darwin said. “Explain yourself.” 

Charles opened his mouth, longing to tell the truth for once, but nothing came out. His upbringing hadn’t taught him what to do in the physical presence of a Saint. When he had been young and trying to understand his power, he would go to Darwin’s Cathedral and beg his namesake for help. He’d kneel and recite the Litany of Evolution before the rose window of the great Saint, begging him to bestow the wisdom and enduring adaptability of his Ape angels. 

And now Charles sat across from him, and Darwin was nothing but an old, bent man drowning in paper and dead worms, huddling in a blanket by his fire. 

He is and always was nothing more than a man, the Grue whispered. Your religion is laughable, the delusions of a man obsessed with his own might. 

Charles had known this for a while—it was one of the first things the Grue taught him after he had let the creature in. Devout as he had been, even the new knowledge couldn’t change that Charles was filled with Unnatural sin. 

Still, Charles had been born under this man’s sign. He had whispered his Litany as the Grue wormed his way into Charles’s body. He had kept whispering it as he’d healed. Until the Grue made him stop.

Darwin leaned forward, and his dark eyes under the white thunderclouds of his brows were startling. “I think I know what you are, though I do not know why you’ve come. I had believed there was only one like you, but apparently there are more.”

The Grue laughed, and Charles did his best to stifle it. “I am a man, sir, nothing more. And I came because I want to learn from you.”

“I’m a bit old for that sort of thing,” Darwin said. “Go up to Oxford or Cambridge if you want to learn something. You and yours have taken enough from me in the past.”

“What?” Charles asked. 

“You think I don’t recognize you?” Darwin rose from his seat, the blanket falling from his shoulders. The fury on his ancient face would have made Charles cower in the past. His father had been like that, filled with towering rage. Darwin’s hands shook on the edge of his desk. 

“Your people tricked me in the jungles of South America! You shan’t trick me again!”

Charles shook his head, but inside the Grue was giggling once more. “I hardly know what you mean,” the Grue made him say.

“You are the reason I am like this!” he nearly shouted. “You are the reason I lost . . .” He stopped and drew breath, unable to go on. 

Charles recoiled. It was as though Darwin saw straight through to where the Grue curled inside him. 

But it also made him deeply curious. As far as he knew, in his own world no one had ever united with an Unnatural in quite the way he had. Certainly, if it had happened before, no one had lived to tell the tale. Darwin seemed to be saying that something similar had happened to him in this world. If that was the case, was there more than one Grue? 

The Grue’s glee and hunger was close to insatiable. Let us feast on him now.

Charles gritted his teeth. That tiny place inside him didn’t want to do this. Exhaustion and hunger sought to swamp him. It almost felt as though his body was being pulled back through the vortex. 

“I don’t want to hurt anyone—” he heard himself say before the Grue snapped his jaw shut. 

Darwin’s thunderous gaze softened. “What did you say?”

Charles shook his head. He couldn’t speak. The Grue had sealed his mouth. Tears pricked at the corners of his eyes from wanting to speak and being unable to. 

He spidered his fingers across the desk to a pencil and a piece of scrap paper. With every bit of energy he could muster from the tiny black box of his will, he managed to write Help me before the room tilted away from him. White, veiny lines wormed through the walls. Charles blinked very hard. Darwin stared at him with a deep understanding that was almost more frightening than his rage. 

The last thing he heard was Darwin whispering in his ear. “You think you’ve got him now, but I promise you, I will take him away from you. I will save this boy, as I could not save my sweet Annie.”
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In the morning Turnbull brought Charles a tray. He slid it just inside the door with a fearful glance, and then Charles heard him locking him in again. The fact that he was a prisoner in Saint Darwin’s home was amusing more than anything else. The Grue would have his way with all of them when he was ready. Right now, he bided his time and gathered his strength. 

The window at least was not shuttered, so Charles looked out over the broad estate, golden in the morning light. People were working the failing fields. Grazing cattle watched them, hay hanging from their mouths. 

The old apple orchard meandered all the way to a stone wall, and the gravel walk Charles had seen moved beyond that, following a line of fences and hedges toward a distant hill. Through the trees and morning haze he could just make out a ring of mostly fallen stones that crowned the hill. 

The Grue leaped up inside him at the sight. 

We must go there. 

Charles nodded. It seemed easy enough. 

But first, we must find the proper accompaniment.

Charles glanced back at the tray. He had not eaten human food in a long while, except for the sake of appearances. It no longer sustained him. 

The Grue required richer fare. 

Charles considered their options. Best of all was unrefined myth. That had always strengthened him when their reserves were down. But it seemed that myth did not exist here, especially in this house of Science. In fact, the startling shock Charles had received when he’d tried to gather the magic made him wonder if there was any magic here at all.

There is magic here, the Grue said. But it is different. It cannot be summoned in the same ways.


Then how do I summon it? Charles asked.

With blood.

Charles considered Turnbull. He could probably lure him in with some excuse, or pull him inside when he came to take the tray. But Turnbull would likely struggle, and Charles was unsure as to whether he would be able to overcome him quietly. Without magic easily at his disposal and in his weakened state, he doubted he could manage it. 

The sound of a piano drifted up the stairs and under the door. 

Gwen. Charles recalled the apples of her cheeks, the dark luster of her eyes, and sighed. 

When Turnbull returned for the tray, he said, “Master Darwin would like to see you in the parlor now.” 

Charles nodded. 

As Turnbull ushered him into the parlor, the servant said, “We called the constable yesterday, and he arrived after you had your fit. Master Darwin decided to spare you the indignities of jail, but if you make trouble, be sure that I won’t do you the same courtesy. You’re very fortunate Mrs. Darwin is away. She would have had you hauled off before you could set foot in the door.”

Charles looked at Turnbull, and the Grue within snarled. “Rather outspoken for a servant, aren’t you?” Charles said. 

“Master Darwin has suffered quite enough. I will not allow anyone to harm him, no matter what that requires,” Turnbull said. 

This one is trouble, the Grue said. We will deal with him later.


“I understand,” Charles said to Turnbull. He moved past him and into the parlor.

Darwin was wrapped up by the fire again. The hearth here was bigger, and although it was relatively warm, Darwin shivered next to it. Gwen played piano nearby, the bright notes of the Archdemon Mozart tinkling on the air like little bells. Cozy chairs and books were scattered about. A tapestry hoop with half-finished embroidery on a stand by the window waited patiently for Mrs. Darwin to return.

It was the perfect portrait of family contentment, a thing Charles had never known. He hated them for it. 

Gwen stopped in midphrase as he entered, and she tossed her head a little so that her dark locks slid to her back. She reminded Charles of someone, a distant memory he couldn’t seem to trace. 

The Grue kept the memory from him. Charles had learned that he did this when it suited his mood. On occasion, he’d kept even the memory of Charles’s own name from him, just to prove who was in control. But Charles had learned something else—sometimes the things the Grue tried to hide were important. If he could just hold on to them, if the little black box in his mind could somehow hold on to those thoughts, he hoped he’d be able to put together the pieces. 

And then, maybe someday he’d be free. 

He had to admit that when the Grue had made him the offer, he hadn’t seen how he had much choice. He still didn’t. He had just begun working undercover at the Museum for the Architects. At first that had been fine, but he’d been unsure that their desire to continue hiding magic was right. The day he’d been sent by Vespa’s father to the storage cellar for the Saints knew what, he’d been feeling his resentment of the Architects keenly. And then he’d found himself trapped by a magic darker and more powerful than any he’d ever encountered. The Grue had nearly torn him apart before he sensed the magic in Charles. And then, surely the most wicked plan ever forged by any Unnatural had been hatched in that moment when Charles had bargained for his life and the Grue had lent him his power. 

Now that plan had seemingly come to its fruition. But to what end? 

You will understand soon enough. 

“Hey, Mister Charles, do you like worms?” Gwen said to him, jarring him from his thoughts.

Charles saw that there was a pot on the piano with no plant in it.

“Earthworms,” Darwin said, following Charles’s gaze. “We are testing to see how they respond to vibrations.” 

Charles nodded.

Gwen rose from the bench and peered down into the pot. She picked up a wriggling worm between thumb and forefinger. “I don’t think he likes it much, Granpapa,” she said, eyeing her victim. Charles was reminded of nothing so much as the Grue sizing up a human before he struck. 

“That’s a good observation, dear. Put the little fellow back,” Darwin said. He sounded tired and sad.

It would be so easy, the Grue said.

Charles tried hard to ignore him. 

Ignore me at your peril. Without me, you are nothing! 

Charles moved toward the piano. The worm wriggled on top of the dirt, seeking a way back to his subterranean dwelling. 

“What do you like about them?” Gwen asked. She had black eyes that snapped much like Lucy Virulen’s. She tilted her head, and her little snub nose turned up charmingly, so like someone Charles had once known.

An image wavered before him, like a warped mirror. His mother snatching a tiny pert-nosed baby away from him, shouting, “Don’t bother the baby, Charles!” 

That is not important, the Grue said, dismissing the memory. Gain this little one’s trust. We will need her.


“Gwen, don’t pester the man,” Darwin said.

“It’s all right, sir,” Charles said. “I like them because they keep the world going. Without them we’d likely have nothing. Your grandfather said so once, I think,” he told Gwen.

“So I did,” Darwin said. He stood and made his way over to Charles and Gwen, grunting with every step. “I didn’t think many people had read that, though.”

“I did. I’ve read everything you’ve ever written, sir.” It wasn’t a lie. Charles had found and read all the Saint’s works in the Archives long ago. The Architects had put them off as dogma not worth reading, but Charles had understood them for the treasure they were. Reading them was partially what convinced him that the Grue’s tales were true. There had been another world where Science—real Science—had won the hearts of men. A world where a clever boy might make something of himself without being ostracized, or worse, for what he was. A world where magic did not exist.

Charles had believed in that world and longed for it with all his heart. When he had been thrown out into the streets by his father, he’d tried cutting the magic out, tried bleeding himself dry. That was how the Architect had found him. He’d taught Charles to embrace his magic, to use it. He’d hoped Charles would use it for good, but Charles had been too bent on power. 

And then came the Grue. Now Charles stood in the world he’d only imagined, before the man he’d most admired in his boyhood. His dreams had come true. Except they hadn’t.

“The other one said the same thing long ago when I had jungle fever. She said she’d followed every step of my career. She even tried to take credit for my voyage to South America.”

The Grue made Charles shake his head. “I am not who you think I am.”

“Aren’t you?” Darwin said, his eyes searching Charles’s face. 

“Who do you think he is, Granpapa?” Gwen piped up. 

They both looked down at her. She was watching them intently, and the intelligence in her scrutiny was almost disturbing. She was certainly Darwin’s granddaughter. 

“Let us take this outside,” Darwin said. “We’ll continue this conversation at the Sandwalk.”

Perfect, the Grue said. 

Charles nodded.

Gwen took Charles’s hand. “Come along, sir. Grandpapa will want to show you his carnivorous plants, I’m sure. They’re the pride of his collection. Brought to him from all over the world!” 

A world where people collected plants instead of fairies. A world where the forbidden music of Mozart was played in parlors. Charles still did not know quite how to adjust. 

Darwin alerted Turnbull, who had been hovering nervously behind the door. Turnbull whispered that he would send a man to follow behind them, but Darwin suppressed him. 

“All will be well,” Darwin said.

Turnbull fetched coats for Darwin and Gwen. Charles had nothing but what he had appeared with—a garishly embroidered frock coat—and thus they stepped out together into the autumnal chill. 

After the brief spot of morning sun, the drizzly gloom was returning. The Grue was gleeful. 

These things are best done when the fog is heavy, he said. 

They first visited the hothouse, which was filled to bursting with every kind of carnivorous plant imaginable. Gwen had not been joking. Hundreds of disembodied red throats hung suspended above their heads, open to any vagrant insects that wandered near. The humid crush of the air and strange plants made the Grue gibber with excitement. They reminded him of the place of his birth.

Home.

Charles swallowed every word the Grue wanted him to say and managed only to nod when Gwen pointed to a pitcher plant above them and said, “That one only eats shrew droppings where it comes from. But Granpapa has trained it to eat the droppings of mice instead.” She pointed to a cage where two field mice waited for the corn kernels Darwin sprinkled through the bars. 

Charles cleared his throat. “A very efficient system.”

Gwen took his hand and pulled him toward the end of the house. “Come see the sundews. They’re my favorite!”

He leaned over a plant with dew-tipped stems and Gwen did the same from the opposite side of the bench. The preternatural green of the plant glowed like mythfire in her dark eyes.

He remembered then. Somehow, he broke through the smothering horror of the Grue’s control, as if he’d flown up through clouds and finally found the sun. 

Catherine. His little sister with her patched bonnets, that secretive little smile, the way her eyes snapped above that upturned nose just like Gwen’s. He remembered how they would go down among the mudlarks on the riverbanks seeking treasures together. 

He remembered the day she said, “Find me something with magic, Charles. Find us a treasure that will make us free.”

He’d tried. He’d sent the magic forth. But something had gone wrong. Something always went wrong before the Grue. The searching tentacles snapped back. . . . 

He realized then that Gwen had been talking to him, and he looked at her again with the Grue’s intense hunger. “It lures the insects in with honey-sweetness,” she said. “And then”—she clapped her hands together—“it catapults them into a trap, like so!” 

A plant after my own heart, the Grue murmured. 

You have no heart, Charles thought back at him. 

Neither do you. Do what must be done and be quick about it. This fog provides us the perfect opportunity. 

“I should like to see more of your estate, sir,” he said to Darwin. “That is, if you’re willing to show me.”

Darwin nodded and escorted them out. He took them to the place he called his Sandwalk, a gravel path through privet and boxwoods, overlooking a meadow on one side and woven with ancient trees and mistletoe on the other. 

“The Light Side and the Dark Side,” Gwen said, gesturing. She grabbed Charles’s hand again and pulled him forward. 

He looked down at her. “Which side will we walk on?” 

Gwen tilted her head as she gazed up at him. “I think the Dark Side suits you better. Don’t you think so?”

“Most assuredly,” he murmured. 

Darwin held up a hand when Gwen reached for him. “You go on ahead, dear. I would like to talk with Mr. Waddingly alone for a bit. Don’t go too far, please.”

Again she regarded them with the piercing stare of a bird. Then she nodded and was off down the Dark Side in the span of a wink.

“I wanted to speak to you where only the trees can hear us,” Darwin said.

Charles waited. The Grue was encouraging him to seize the Saint again. 

“Before you even think of harming me,” Darwin said, “I have protection.” He pulled a chain from under his collar. From it hung a tiny vial filled with dark liquid. “I take this every day. It is made of the holy waters of Malvern and several proprietary herbs. My blood is rife with it. You would not enjoy me anymore.”

The Grue snarled within at the mention of Malvern. A memory surfaced of a circle of beings of light forcing a dark man into a pool of bubbling water. Charles shook his head. “I think there’s some mistake. . . .”

“There can be no mistake!” Darwin said. “I saw you when you appeared in my garden. It was just the same as when the Shining One appeared to me in the jungles of South America. I was surprised you did not offer me the same bargain.”

“What sort of bargain?” Charles asked warily.

“She wanted to be returned to her homeland. She had been exiled. In exchange for her passage, she promised me understanding. She promised the ability to comprehend the vast scheme of evolution, that all the stumbling blocks I’d met in my life’s work would come clear.”

Charles listened with fascination. The Grue was silent. This was apparently a development he had not anticipated. 

“I did what she asked. It seemed a small price to pay for the knowledge she gave me. But a parasite, as any good scientist knows, often weakens the host. I just did not expect how much I would be weakened. I was ill unto death by the time we arrived back in England.” Darwin paused, looking out across the fog-ridden fields.

“I have never told any of this to anyone. It is peculiar that the first one I would tell would be another of your kind,” Darwin finally said. 

“I am listening,” the Grue said through Charles’s lips.

“So, I am correct. I recognize the timbre of that voice.” Darwin looked at Charles and smiled ruefully. “I thought perhaps I’d gone mad when I saw you. What do you want with the boy?”

“The same that my kinswoman wanted from you—safe passage,” the Grue said. 

“But it is never safe, is it?” Darwin said. “When I returned, she spied my beloved daughter Annie. And instead of doing as she’d promised, she took up house in my Annie. I took her to Malvern. The water cure there has always helped me in the past. But it was too late for her. Annie died and was buried there.”

The Grue was silent. He did not care. 

“Since then, I have been watchful. I have protected my other children as best I could. But I worried that there were more of you and that one of you might find me again.” Darwin stepped closer to him. “Why have you come? I have nothing more to give! You have taken my youth, my health, and my most beloved child—is that not enough?”

The Grue smiled. “Tell me what became of my kinswoman, and I shall leave you in peace.”

Charles noticed he did not mention anyone else. Gwen was still fair game. He found himself wanting to warn Darwin, but the Grue had complete control over him. He could no more speak of his own volition than he could run away and hide. 

“She is buried yonder,” Darwin said, pointing with his cane toward the standing stones that loomed in the mist. 

Charles looked down the path that began at the hedge and meandered to the crown of the hill. He could see Gwen’s woolen stockings and the red ribbon in her hair flashing like a semaphore. 

The Grue pushed him after her, and he quickly left Darwin shouting behind him in the fog. 

Yessssss, the Grue hissed. She will lead us to Her. Yes!

Who are you talking about? The Grue never spoke her name, and it was maddening. 

You will see. Do as I bid, the Grue urged. 

Gwen danced ahead down the path. Her pinafore was soaked with the damp, but Charles could not feel the chill. He was filled with the Grue’s heat. Somewhere far behind, Darwin shouted for both of them, his voice echoing in the stillness.

The stones rose out of the mist, and some of them seemed to have faces. Lithads, they were called back home. They were like dryads, except that they lived in stone. 

As Charles took the last step into the ring, he could feel the magic boiling up through the soles of his boots and winding up his legs. Darwin’s shouts were abruptly silenced.

Home.

The Grue had him completely. With that knowledge came the realization that until this moment he had been thinking for himself, that he had had his own memories. Was it possible to be free? 

Quiet, the Grue said. Prepare the sacrifice.


Gwen was looking at some lichen on the stones and babbling about how it reminded her of all her Granpapa’s work on barnacles. 

Charles tried to say her name, but all that left his mouth was, “Come here, child.”

He could see very clearly where Darwin must have buried the one the Grue sought. It was just under a ledge that was low to the ground. The ledge was actually the lintel on a door sunken deep into the earth. No one else could have recognized it, but the Grue did. 

The time is right. The time is right. She will be mine. 

Charles didn’t know if he was talking about Gwen or the woman he had crossed worlds to see again. Charles had begun to doubt her existence, but the fact that Darwin had experienced the same kind of wretched possession gave him pause. The magic here was different, but it clearly survived in pockets of wilderness like this. It was dark and wild and strange, just like the Grue.

Gwen came over to Charles. 

“Sit here,” Charles said. His voice was not his own, but the Grue’s—that dead, cold voice that had traveled the void between worlds.

Gwen glanced at him. “Are you feeling well, sir? Your voice—”

“I am perfectly well,” he said. “More than you can possibly imagine. Now sit and do not speak further.”

She sat, the damp edges of her pinafore flopping against her woolen stockings. 

Magic gathered in the stones. Beneath Charles’s feet came the murmuring of voices—the Grue’s long-lost kin. One voice in particular moaned for blood, the voice of the woman Darwin had buried here. 

“Have mercy,” Charles whispered, surfacing to himself for only a moment. He did not know why he asked for it when he had never asked before. But he thought he knew now what the Grue intended, and for some reason, it felt like too much to bear. He was tired of dealing only in death.

It matters little whether she is asleep or awake, the Grue said. Make her sleep if you are too cowardly to look into her eyes.

“Charles . . .” He heard his mother’s voice as if he was lost again in yesterday.

Do it, the Grue snapped.

Charles pulled the garden shears he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying from his coat pocket. They were small and neat, the sort used to trim off small roots. They were also extremely sharp.

Your blood first, the Grue said. That is the way this begins.

He turned away from Gwen. He didn’t feel the stab at first, but then the black blood flowed from his left ring finger. The Grue had poisoned his blood with his magic. 

He bled steadily onto the earth while Gwen hummed to herself behind him. Soon, the drops formed ripples. The ripples opened into a door with stairs that led down. 

He used the blood to weave sleep around Gwen. She curled up on her side like a child in the womb, her knees tucked up under her, her petticoats peeking out from under her skirts. One untied bootlace trailed over the edge of the stone. 

Corinna. Corinna. Corinna. The Grue chanted Her name at last. There was power and pleading, revenge and despair in that voice. And love. Above all things, there was so much love and yearning that Charles fell to his knees with it. 

Who would have guessed a creature of such immense evil could love another so fiercely? 

Charles had never known such love in all his life, except…

This is not about you. I will rid myself of you in short order, the Grue growled.

He called her name again. Nine times he called while Charles’s blood flowed. 

He couldn’t be sure when the light began or whether it was a trick of the fog, but soon enough a woman stood before him. He could barely make out her face. She was like the moon and water and mirrors all at once. A billion stars concentrated into a single being. 

“Great Goddess,” she whispered, looking down at Charles. He couldn’t look directly into her face. “You poor wretch!” she said to him.

Now, the Grue said. She will not be able to resist what you offer her. Now!

Charles lifted his still-bleeding hand. Her eyes fell on it and she sighed. Her longing matched the Grue’s. 

“It has been long since Darwin buried me here. It’s been even longer since last I truly feasted,” she said.

Charles leaned forward, ready to plunge the shears into Gwen’s neck. The Grue was nearly insensible with joy. With this, he believed he would open the way to have his revenge on Corinna. His long quest was almost ended. He would have her again, down there in the dark, and she would be his slave.

Then her hand was around Charles’s wrist. Her touch seared like ice. “By whose magic do you summon me from my sleep?”

She reached down and pulled Charles’s chin upward so that she could see into his eyes. He tried not to meet her gaze. The Grue did not want him to. 

She hauled Charles to his feet. They were almost face to face. Her scent was like the pure breath of stars.

“Who hides within your skin? There is a resonance, a memory . . .” She trailed off.

The Grue realized the game was up. 

“Corinna.”

Her gaze practically burned through Charles’s eyes clear to the back of his skull. He cried out with the pain of it, but even that did not deter her.

“MacDougal,” she said in wonder and disgust. 

She brought Charles’s face so close he feared she would bite him. But the Grue subsumed his fear and took his voice. 

“Yes. I am here again.”

“You have broken free of all the bonds that held you. Despite our threats, despite your own vows, you have come here again.” She dropped Charles at her feet in utter revulsion. “You promised,” she said, looking down. Her eyes were midnight blue, like the inside of a sea cave.

“What did I promise you? Do you remember?” 

“Aye,” she said. “You promised to go into exile or else be slain. You promised—”

“That is not what I promised and well you know it,” the Grue said through Charles’s lips. “You alone heard my last words before all of you sent me from this world.”

She clenched her jaw. “You promised me that you would return to have your revenge.”

“You did not believe me.”

She shook her head. “I did not think it possible. And then I too was cast forth for aligning with you, even though I had repented of it. I had more pressing issues to concern myself with.”

“You should have come with me as I begged,” the Grue said. “We could have started anew in the land of our birth.”

“You know I would never. You have sundered us from the Eternal Light with your darkness. Despite what you made me, I will not join you in it.”

“And yet, you used Darwin for your own purposes, much as I did this boy,” the Grue said.

“I was weak and foolish,” she said. “I have since learned my lesson.”

“Not well enough, I think,” the Grue said. He was thinking of the innumerable things he would do once he forced her to take him back. Charles shuddered, almost slipped his control, but the Grue got him firmly in hand again.

Do it, he said to Charles. She cannot resist me then. Charles’s gaze fell on Gwen, asleep on the stone. 

He lifted the shears up, aiming for the girl’s throat. 

Corinna’s hand was on him again, and her freezing touch shocked him enough that Charles was out of the Grue’s reach for just a moment. He was completely under her control. If he had thought the Grue’s powers were vast, they were nothing compared to hers. 

Her eyes were filled with sympathy. “He is a cruel master, is he not? He was ever so. You took on a burden far beyond any your kind should take.”

“He offered me power,” Charles said through stiff lips. “Enough power that I could rid myself of the magic forever, if only I could just get here.” 

“Dealing with the devil is never a good idea,” she said. “You do not belong here. For better or for worse, you are grounded in the magic of Fairyland. Without it, you will wither and die, even as my people have. Earth magic is very different. It cannot sustain you, since you have been so long in Fairyland.”

Charles felt the Grue shrieking impotently inside him. He lunged, but she caught him just before the shining blades dove into Gwen’s throat. With Corinna’s touch, the memories came flooding—the whipsnap of magic breaking Catherine like a doll on the riverbank, the trickle of blood from her mouth, her dead eyes following him everywhere. And his mother’s voice scolding him again, “Charles, don’t bother the baby!”

“I killed her,” he whispered. “My sister died because of my magic.”

“Yes,” Corinna said. “And that is why you keep trying to flee it, and become ever more entangled.” He looked into her eyes, trying to understand. 

The Grue was incoherent with rage. If he could have, he would have torn out through Charles’s skin and devoured Corinna. But he was cognizant enough to know that he was still far too weak to take her on directly. He had to wait for the moment when he could seize her down in the dark after her bloodfeast. 

“Magic is in you, as I have said. You can no more flee it than you can the death of your sister. The Grue may have suppressed that memory and turned it to his own ends, but the knowledge of what you did is still raw inside you. You do not care what you do because you think there is nothing worse. And you are correct. Nothing you will ever do will erase it or surpass it. But that does not mean you cannot attempt to redeem what you have done.”

“How?” Charles whispered. 

“Take this girl back to her grandfather. Beg him to take you with him to Malvern. I think you are strong enough for the water cure there. It is anathema to our people, and will rid you of the Grue. You can begin again. But you must get back to your world. You cannot long be separate from the magic of your birth. And whatever you do, you must not give in to the Grue’s cries for blood.”

“Why are you helping me?” 

“Because, Charles Darwin Waddingly, you have much good to do. And a mortal lifespan is a short time in which to do it. Now go, before my hunger overcomes my good sense.” 

She disappeared back down the stairs, and the earth folded closed behind her. 

Gwen woke slowly. She sat up, yawning, and rubbed her eyes. “What happened?”

“You evidently took a nap while I was looking at beetles,” Charles said. He hid the shears back in his coat pocket. 

She slid down off the stone and took his hand. “You’re bleeding! Did something bite you?”

“Yes,” he said. “That is exactly what happened.”

“Let’s get you back to Granpapa. He’ll know what to do!” 

And she skipped merrily back into the mist, none the worse for wear. 

The Grue was raging. Charles bit at his bloody finger, sucking at the blood to quiet him. 

I can make you devour yourself alive, the Grue said. 

And then what would become of you?

His anger nearly blinded Charles. Before he knew it, he was chasing after Gwen. He snatched her up in his arms, the Grue’s teeth erupting in his mouth. 

I will not lose this one chance! 

Gwen screamed, kicking futilely at him. Fog beaded on her skin like the drops on the sundew’s leaves. 

Take her. Her blood will flow free and open the gates again, the Grue said. 

Charles couldn’t think anymore. He opened his jaws wide. The points of his teeth pressed against her warm throat.

Thwack. The pain across his shoulders was so startling and intense that he loosened his hold on the girl. 

Thwack. 

His head blossomed into a white flower of pain before he slumped to the ground. 
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When Charles woke, it was deep in the night and he was rattling around in a carriage, careening toward Saints knew where. 

Darwin was sitting across from him, watching him, his face barely visible in the moonlight that occasionally sliced through the carriage windows.

Charles sat up slowly. His shoulders ached, and when he touched the back of his head, there was a great egg on it that made him wince. 

“I am sorry for your head, but I did what had to be done to save my Gwen,” Darwin said. “Hopefully, there is still time for you.”

“Where are we going?” Charles asked.

“To Malvern. They cured me there. Possibly they can cure you.”

The Grue was awake and furious again. But he could do nothing.

“I have given the boy a tonic,” Darwin said, raising his voice as if he needed to shout for the Grue to hear him. “You will not be able to do much of anything until it wears off.”

Foam came out of Charles’s mouth instead of words, the exudate of the Grue’s rage. He twisted with such pain and frustration that Charles both feared he might die and wanted to die all at once. 

Darwin tossed a handkerchief, and it landed in Charles’s lap. He dabbed at his lips with shaking hands. 

The Grue turned in his guts, vicious in his hunger. “I will devour you before we arrive there,” the Grue whispered through Charles’s lips. 

Darwin leaned forward, his visage like a death’s-head in the moonlight. 

“Try it. I have been through this before, remember. I am well aware of what you can and cannot do at this moment.”

Charles gritted his teeth. The Grue wanted to vomit on Darwin out of spite. 

EAT HIM.

Charles put his hands under his legs on the bench seat. He clenched his fists to feel the hard wood against his knuckles. Pain kept him from losing himself utterly. 

“It is painful, I know. I have given you the tonic, but perhaps you would also prefer this?” Darwin took a little vial from a coat pocket. 

Charles tried to grasp it without faltering. The carriage jouncing around in the darkness made it hard enough, but the Grue would not rest at his powerlessness. He threw every memory he could against Charles—the deliciousness of the Sphinx, the power that filled his body when he had eaten the Wyverns. All the souls of the men and women he’d eaten, that he had trapped in the bell jar. The power and purpose of blood. 

Through it all, Darwin seemed not at all afraid, only sad. He reached over Charles’s trembling fingers and unscrewed the bottle.

“Drink the laudanum,” he said. “It will all be better soon.”

With Darwin’s help, Charles managed to open his mouth and shake the dark liquid down his unwilling throat. Everything was coming apart. Everything. 
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Charles woke in an unfamiliar bed. A balding old man was bending over him. He was a bit more spry than Darwin, and he peered at Charles through his wire-rimmed glasses with mild curiosity. 

“I am Dr. Gully,” he said. “Do you remember being brought here?” 

Charles shook his head.

“Mr. Darwin seems to think you have the nervous dyspepsia caused by some sort of parasite.” 

Charles didn’t say anything as Dr. Gully pulled back the coverlet briskly.

“Remove your shirt, please. I would like to palpate your abdomen.”

Charles did so slowly. Sometimes it took the Grue a little longer to wake, and Charles suspected that if they’d been drugged a long time—for he didn’t remember getting here or how long it had taken—that he might be sluggish. 

His sides were hollow, but his stomach was bloated, like a pregnant woman just beginning to show. The Grue curled there. Charles had worn such clothing that the Grue could not be seen, but now his presence was plainly visible. 

Gully pressed on the spot tentatively. “That is more than a mere parasite, son.”

Charles shrank from his touch. Not only was it painful, but the Grue was awake and felt the hands on Charles’s skin. The Grue swam toward the hands, as if he would burst from Charles’s skin. Charles cried out with the pain before the Grue silenced him. Gully stepped back, adjusting his glasses in disbelief. 

But the Grue could not break free of the prison of flesh. Both he and Charles knew this.

Corinna had been right. Without magic, without blood, the Grue was vulnerable. 

“Have you any family?” Dr. Gully asked.

“No.”

Gully pulled out a strange device, a scope of some sort, and looked into Charles’s eyes. He inhaled a bit sharply, but otherwise gave no sign of what he’d seen. He touched the skin at Charles’s throat, testing his pulses.

“I must consult my partners before I can offer you the proper course of treatment,” he finally said. He folded up his instruments and replaced them in his black leather medical satchel. “I may bring them in to observe you. Are you amenable to that?”

Charles nodded. He had no other choice. 

Gully departed. Someone came to feed Charles a fishy broth, which he regurgitated not long after the nurse left. The stench was abominable. 

The next person who comes into this room will be utterly consumed, the Grue threatened. 

Charles just settled himself back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He thought of Catherine. For once, the Grue couldn’t take his memories away, painful as they were. Something had changed. 

It was well after sunset, from what he could judge, when Dr. Gully returned with a girl, perhaps fifteen or sixteen, and a thin gentleman with elegant mustaches and a monocle perched on his angular cheekbone. 

“This is Francine Lark and Nigel Gaylord. They will assist me in developing your treatment regimen,” Gully said.

The doctor pulled back the coverlet again but did not lift Charles’s shirt in Francine’s presence. The bulge of the Grue was obvious, though.

Nigel unwound a long golden chain from his palm. An arrow-shaped pendulum swung at its end. Charles recognized this sort of thing from the charlatans who used to practice under the Vaunting Bridge. Mesmerists.

His lip curled. 

“Rest easy, sir,” Gaylord said. “And watch the pendulum swing in the candlelight.”

Francine moved closer on his other side. He turned his head to look at her. She licked her lips nervously. 

“Is this your idea of magic?” the Grue growled through his lips. It seemed that even when the Grue had control of nothing else, he still had Charles’s tongue. 

Her eyes widened and she backed up a step. 

Dr. Gully’s voice was firm on the other side of the bed. “Look toward the pendulum, Mr. Waddingly. Francine is here to assist only. There is no magic involved here. Only the fine art of healing.”

Charles looked back at the pendulum unwillingly. Gaylord’s eyes were blank, his posture unyielding. The only thing that moved was the pendulum, swinging in a golden arc between his fingers. 

Charles followed the fan of light until he was lost in it.
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He woke again to hear himself screaming Catherine’s name in a hoarse voice. 

Gaylord cupped the pendulum with one hand and it disappeared inside his palm again. 

Both he and Francine stared at him as if they wanted to say something but couldn’t quite form the words.

“What did I tell you?” Charles asked.

“Of a strange place called New London where a group of men called the Architects found you. And a Museum of Unnatural History”—here Gully looked at him over the rim of his glasses with raised brows—“and a being who possessed you . . .”

“You think I’m mad,” Charles croaked.

Gully shook his head. “Francine is a clairvoyant. She can see into matters of the realms beyond this one in ways most of us cannot. I think you believe that you are from this New London. I know that something untoward has infected you. Beyond that, it is not for me to judge.”

Charles thought he had never met a wiser man.

“And Darwin?” Charles asked. “What does he think of this? And where is he?”

“Mr. Darwin guessed your condition admirably,” Gully said. “Right now, he is taking his own cure, which I developed for him long ago.”

Charles nodded.

Nigel peered at him through his monocle, and it made Charles oddly uncomfortable. It reminded him of something. Rackham. The dirty little hexshop owner from whom he had stolen the soul jar. His mouth tightened against the tears that threatened. Rackham had not been the first nor the last. Why his death of any of them should affect him so, Charles had no idea.

“You are feeling things,” Francine said. “Human emotions. This is good. You must allow yourself to have them.”

The Grue laughed and twisted in his belly until Charles cried out. “How about my insatiable lust for your flesh?” he snarled. 

Charles clapped his hands over his mouth. They were so thin the bones seemed to rattle within them. 

Her eyes widened a little, but she was growing accustomed to him. “That is the parasite within you talking. I know its voice. We will rid you of it.”

He bit his fingers against the Grue’s retort almost until they bled.

“He cannot withstand the full walking cure,” Nigel said. “But the rest of it, we should most certainly do.” 

“Tincture of wormwood and oak gall?” Gully asked.

Gaylord looked at Charles again. “And the merest speck of hemlock. Followed by syrup of ipecac of course. We do not want to poison him.”

“Poison?” Charles whispered.

But they were not really talking to him. They bent their heads together and whispered. Even his senses, once so finely tuned by the Grue, could make out none of it. 

Finally, Dr. Gully turned and said, “We shall leave you now. To take advantage of the most healing energies, we will begin the treatment at dawn.”

Francine gave him a sad, knowing look as they departed. 

It was a strange thing to realize how much he wanted to live when he had thus far been so bent on dying. 

The Grue had been listening. He warned Charles: You cannot remove me. I am part of you now. If you let them do this, you will die.

Perhaps, Charles thought. But you will die too.


It wasn’t the magic he needed to get rid of. It was the Grue. His first mistake had been in believing the Grue’s power could make magic more palatable. His greatest mistake was in believing the Grue could take it all away, and that when it was gone, his guilt over his memories would be gone too. 

Now that everything would be taken, Charles found himself terribly guilty and bitter. What had happened to New London because of his foolishness? Would he ever know? 

He remembered Vespa’s face as the Creeping Waste swirled over their heads. He hadn’t cared about the Heart. He’d cared about hurting her, because she’d had something he hadn’t. A father who loved her to distraction, who loved her so much that he had smothered her, trying to hide her gifts. No siblings to worry with. Being pampered and petted and spoiled.

Charles had twisted Malcolm Nyx’s love and used it to turn him against his daughter. With the Grue’s silver tongue, he had convinced the Pedant that his daughter could not be salvaged. That if he truly loved her, the best thing he could do was offer her up to Science, so that she could be redeemed. Everything she’d done had played straight into his hands. 

He wondered if she was dead now, if there was even any world to return to. The Creeping Waste might have swallowed it all. 

But what if Vespa had succeeded? What if the Heart had been returned to the Heavenly Dragon? What then? 

The Grue laughed at his thoughts. She had no idea what she was doing. Rousing the Dragon will cause unimaginable turmoil.

He sensed the ring of truth in the Grue’s voice and it made Charles shudder. More often than not, the Grue told the truth. It was just a truth no one wanted to hear. 

What do you mean? Charles thought. He didn’t want to fall into the trap of listening, but the burden of guilt for so many deaths was almost more than he could bear. 

What does it matter? You are never going back there.

The Grue was playing coy. 

“Tell me!” Charles whispered out loud.

All the magic will be thrown out of balance. You can see what happened as a result of your own dabbling. 

And the magic must be brought back into balance? 

That depends. It’s in chaos that the true opportunity for power arises.

“So I once believed,” Charles said. He sighed, wishing he could fall asleep. 

But the Grue murmured on and his hunger gnawed at Charles so terribly that at one point he found himself kneeling on the floor, trying to chew at the bedpost. 

“What is this madness?” he whispered, and the words fell into echoes around the guttered candle on the nightstand. 

He climbed back into bed and slid under the coverlet, though his blood seemed to run hot and cold. He was thankful the doctor and his colleagues hadn’t seen fit to bleed him as a physick of New London might have. The blood would have driven him mad with hunger. 

Before dawn had even begun to seep through the shuttered windows, they came for him. Dr. Gully and a manservant stripped him naked and then wrapped him in cold, wet sheets. They covered him again with blankets. He froze and burned for an hour before they returned and put him on a gurney, which they wheeled down corridors and passageways to a high-ceilinged, stone-lined room. 

They sat him in a chair and tied him to it. 

There was a little arched window high above him where the morning light poured through. Everything turned white, and he was reminded of nothing so much as Corinna turning the fog into living starlight. 

The first bucket caught him unawares. In fact, in his weakened state, he imagined it was Corinna returning again to warn him of how much good he still had left to do. But as the light poured down, it became water. The freezing cold Malvern water slapped him. For a moment, he was startlingly awake and alive. Then, he was in terrible icy pain.

When that was finished, Charles was wheeled into the Malvern pump room where he was fed dry biscuits and more of the water.

The Grue hated it. 

The water was pure, unadulterated magic. 

It was the same kind of odd magic he had felt when he’d tried to summon it in this world for the first time, the same he’d discovered in the standing stone circle, only thousands of times more powerful and pure. 

It was a magic the Grue hated.

STOPSTOPSTOPSTOPSTOP. His howling was like a fire in Charles’s brain. 

He began vomiting and they rushed him to his room. They administered the laudanum again, laced perhaps with the concoction they’d discussed earlier. They wound a thick, damp sheet laden with herbs—a Neptune’s girdle—around his waist. The Grue could feel the herbs, and he hated them, too. 

He gasped in pain as the Grue moved toward his back, but the girdle was woven all about him. 

The next morning was the same treatment: cold sheets, dousing with buckets of water, ingesting the waters. They gave Charles more of the poison remedy this time, and then they put him in a hot sulfur bath. 

Lastly, they administered the syrup of ipecac. Charles had no idea what to expect, but suddenly everything was on fire inside him. Dr. Gully watched him.

“Get a bucket,” he said to his nurse. “A big one. And line it with the syrup.”

It was as if he was being torn asunder. The Grue was coming out and there was no stopping him. 

Charles remembered how delicately he had opened his mouth to the Grue, the way it felt when the Grue had crawled inside him, small as a slug. He remembered the illness that took over for days as his body tried unsuccessfully to reject its new inhabitant. It was then the Grue had driven him to feed for the first time as he tried to gain control. Their odd union had been reinforced by the raw myth of sylphs devoured in the Cataloging Room.

Now it was all that in reverse. Charles’s body was desperately trying to rid itself of the Grue, and the Grue was at last trying to rid himself of Charles. The nurse placed the bucket below him as he heaved out of the tub of hot water, wet sheets dragging at his limbs. 

And then, like a worm popped from a canker, the Grue was out. 

Charles’s throat was raw and burned and he could not speak, but at long last there was silence in his head. 

He knew who he was again.
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Charles convinced them to put the Grue in a specimen jar. He found it more than fitting, considering the number of specimens the Grue had consumed in his hunger. The Grue was a sad, shriveled thing—a wizened rat of the starlit being he must once have been. 

Dr. Gully wanted to study him, but Charles demurred. The Grue had caused enough trouble.

[image: break][image: break][image: break]

 

He was sick for days after that, and he continued to take the water cure, sans poison. When he was strong enough, Charles did the full treatment, walking five miles between all the springs of Malvern and drinking the water along the way. It was a beautiful little town, and he was grateful to be able to notice this. He had not truly seen beauty with his own eyes in more than a year. 

It made him long to stay, but Corinna’s words goaded him. You must get back to your world. You cannot long be separate from the magic of your birth.

He felt in his bones that this was true. Malvern’s waters were sustaining him now, but it wasn’t quite the same. It was the wrong kind of magical fuel. Eventually, he would burn out. 

The problem was quite simply that he had no idea how he was going to get home. 

The Grue had brought him here. Without him, Charles didn’t know how he would get back. He mused over this as he wandered the tree-lined path and came to the next spring. He wished, oddly, that Vespa were here, though they had never been friends. But she had always been so very clever and could get herself out of any scrape. Surely she could have figured out this one. 

When he entered the pump room, a man with dark, wavy hair a bit older than him bent over the wellhead, inspecting it. He drank from his own cup, eschewing the one provided. He was the first person Charles had been near besides Gully and his staff since he’d been brought here.	

Then the man turned and looked at him, irritation crossing his face at being intruded upon. Once again, Charles was faced with meeting a Saint in the flesh. Saint Tesla of the New Creation stood before him. 

“Sir,” he murmured, before he scooped up the waters in the cup and drank. 

Tesla nodded and departed rapidly after that, as if Charles had interrupted his reverie with the machinery. 

But a tiny idea sparked in Charles’s brain. 

If Tesla had opened the doors between worlds once, surely he could do it again. 

Charles pursued Tesla in a leisurely fashion, rather like the Grue would have done but without his darker purpose. He was finally allowed to take mealtimes with other recovering patients, so Charles watched for Tesla in the canteen, hoping for an opportunity. 

He was never there, of course. He preferred to take meals on his own.

Charles didn’t want to make inquiries about Tesla, as word might have gotten back to him and made him even more unapproachable. Their next meeting had to be as natural a discovery as the one in the pump room, and the timing of Charles’s request must be perfect. Charles sensed that Tesla was prickly, not to be trifled with. He had read descriptions of the Saint that said he was a prideful man, deeply obsessed with his own creations. If he appealed to Tesla’s ego and inventiveness, Charles hoped he would be interested in his proposition. First, though, he needed to earn Tesla’s trust. 

Charles just wished he wasn’t running out of time. 

When Dr. Gully next examined him, he was pleased with his progress, but still concerned over how anemic and wasted Charles looked.

“I think you will be ready to be released in a fortnight,” he said, “though I do worry about how you’re going to get on.”

Much as he owed them, Charles hoped he wasn’t here in a fortnight. Still, he said, “If you might consider me as an apprentice, I would love to stay on and work off my debt to you. I have no other means of repayment.”

“I’ll consider it,” Dr. Gully said. He glanced at the nightstand on which rested the jar where the Grue swam in alcohol. “Though I am guessing you could sell that at auction to a collector and become more than wealthy enough overnight to repay me.” 

Charles shook his head. “I think it would be best if I keep it. It’s a powerful reminder of my failings. I think every man should have those nearby to help him strive to do better.”

“Well said,” Gully replied, clapping him lightly on the shoulder. “Well said, indeed.” He looked Charles over once again. “I think you can dispense with the Neptune’s Girdle now. The herbs have done their work. Just keep up the exercise and stick to the diet we feed you, and bathe in the waters once a day. And drink them, of course.”

Charles nodded. He would be glad to finally be able to wear normal clothing again. Walking about in wet sheets had been odd. The only consolation had been that everyone else did it too.

When Gully left, Charles considered the jar. What the doctor had said was true. People in New London had kept all sorts of collections, and he guessed it was the same here. The right collector of oddities would surely find this homunculus very appealing. 

He walked over to the chair and bent so he could peer directly into the Grue’s shriveled red eye. He swore he almost saw a tiny twitch. He was not certain the Grue was fully dead. 

He could bury him as Darwin had done with Corinna or toss him into a river and forget about him. But that would leave the possibility that some unsuspecting person might find him. Charles wasn’t sure if destroying him was even possible, but he knew he still lacked the proper magic to do so in this world.

No, he was fairly certain he could never be rid of the Grue. He was Charles’s burden to manage—the price he paid for his foolishness. Thank goodness that at least the Grue was no longer the puppet master pulling his strings. 

The thought made him feel strangely bereft. He had to go home and right the wrongs there. Somehow, he must.

He wandered out into the evening, all these thoughts weighing heavily on his heart. He ate in silence at the canteen, grateful for the ability to eat real food once again. He was also grateful that he no longer looked at people as meals on legs. His fellow patients, most of them suffering from consumption or other such mundane maladies, would have been easy pickings for the Grue. 

When he left the canteen and entered the twilight evening, he wished he had a coat to bundle himself against the autumn chill. Wood smoke hung heavy on the air, but beneath that, he could smell the tang of cigars. He knew that Gully forbade smoking or drinking throughout Malvern, so the fact that someone was flaunting the doctor’s edict made him curious. 

Gully provided a library for his patients, mostly books about water cures and homeopathy. Charles had browsed through them, but not lingered long, remembering the dusty books of the Archives and the horror he’d made there. 

Tonight, though, he entered to find a single lantern burning at a table, and Saint Tesla hard at work. A cigar burned down in a tray near him but he obviously wasn’t smoking it. 

Tesla did not look up, but noticed Charles’s attention. “It helps me think, even if it is not healthful.”

He looked up with a tight smile. 

“I’m sorry,” Charles said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I just saw the light and thought perhaps I’d search for a book.”

“Help yourself,” he said, waving a hand toward the bookcases before going back to his work. 

Charles browsed aimlessly, glancing at Tesla now and then. What he wanted was not on any of these shelves. 

He edged toward Tesla until he could see a bit over his shoulder at what the Saint was sketching. There were two great poles and between them . . . Charles gasped and tried to hide it too late with a cough. 

Tesla rolled up the paper with a snap and jabbed the pen back into the inkwell. 

He turned to look at Charles with a baleful expression. “I do not appreciate spying, sir,” he said. He stood and continued to gather his things. “Good evening.”

“I apologize. I certainly did not mean to spy.” He proffered his hand. “Charles Waddingly, at your most humble service.”

Tesla looked at his hand but didn’t take it. Charles retracted it, and the Saint said, almost but not quite apologetically, “I abhor the touch of human flesh.” 

Unsure what to say, Charles nodded. He had read of some of Saint Tesla’s odd proclivities. It was said that his genius bordered on madness, that the Saint had preferred automatons to humans, and coiled cables and gears to human conversation. 

“I suspect you know who I am and what I do,” Tesla said.

Charles couldn’t help smiling. “Yes.” Quite possibly more than Tesla himself did. 

“Then I hope you will keep this meeting confidential,” Tesla said. “No one must know I am here. I would lose credibility with my peers.”

“No one will hear it from my lips,” Charles said. 

“Many would pay to know where I have disappeared to. I am hounded everywhere I go. Edison himself has offered me fifty thousand to come work for him in America. I am on my way, but I needed . . .” He stopped. Tesla was a curious blend of egomania and reticence. Charles had never met anyone like him. 

Edison. He had heard of the minor Saint, but never the land in which he lived. 

“I would guess you needed privacy and time like the rest of us,” Charles said. 

“I am not like other men,” Tesla said, bristling just a little. “I needed to be able to let this vision unfold in the clear air.”

“This vision?” Charles asked. 

Tesla sized him up as if he could make some determination of his character based on appearance alone. Charles stood firm under his gaze, meeting the Saint’s fathomless eyes almost in defiance. It was a pleasant feeling, to be able to meet another person’s eyes without feeling ashamed. 

Tesla set his things down on the table again and unrolled the sketch he’d made. 

“This. I believe there are worlds beyond this that men cannot see. I believe that eventually Earth will no longer be able to withstand the weight of her human burden. We will need to find ways to travel to these other worlds. Some of them may be in the physical universe. But others may not be.”

Charles’s jaw dropped as he smoothed the paper between his elegant hands. There on the page was what he sought. A schematic for a machine that could send him back to New London. A machine that did not require magic. 

“How does it work?” he asked, trying to keep his voice from shaking. 

“Electricity,” Tesla said. 

Charles shook his head. He had seen the few electric lights around Malvern. They reminded him of everlanterns, yet they burned pure white or yellow without magic. 

“Do you understand how it works?” Tesla asked. “Most people do not, particularly the sort of alternating current electricity I have developed.”

“No,” Charles said. “Why don’t you explain it to me?” Charles didn’t really care about how electricity worked, except for the most intellectual of reasons. Mostly, he could see that Tesla was eager to educate him, to fill a waiting vessel with knowledge and thereby perhaps make him his acolyte. 

Tesla explained the nature of electricity, how a battery stimulated properly will produce current, how his design for electricity alternated or reversed current in direct opposition to Edison’s design. It was a curious thing Charles could barely understand, except that he had seen how myth worked, and he knew that myth once fueled everything in his world. Electricity must be the same thing in this world. Though Charles sensed that one could not put one’s hand into the living fire of electricity and live, as a witch or warlock could do with magic. 

“I suspect that a current powerful enough will make a door between universes,” Tesla said. 

Charles looked at him and decided to take a great gamble. Tesla was a man of Science, but he was also a visionary. He could see truth where others could not. “You are right,” Charles said. “It will.”

It took a moment for Tesla to register the full import of what Charles had said. Then, his eyes narrowed. He looked as though he wanted to seize Charles by the collar, but Charles guessed he refrained so as to keep from touching him. 

“You know this to be true. I can see it in your eyes. How?”

“I believe it was this experiment that opened the door to the world I come from,” Charles said.

Now it was Tesla’s turn to gape. “Few people ever surprise me,” he said. “You have just achieved something marvelous.”

“I suspected as much,” Charles said, smiling. 

“Let me make sure I understand. You are saying you come from another universe. And that it is because of something I did?”

He nodded. He was wary of telling Tesla everything. He was unsure what that would to do the future or, more importantly, the past. 

“People are always telling me I’m a madman, a dreamer. Always saying that what I see in my visions cannot be done,” Tesla said.

“I do not know whether you are mad, and as to dreaming, well…it’s in dreams that we do our most important work. But this can be done.”

Tesla sat down again, running his ink-stained fingers through his dark hair. Then he looked back up at Charles. “Tell me of this world. Tell me what it is like.”

Charles told him. Of New London and all its strange charm, of the Waste that hopefully had not entirely destroyed it, of all the creatures that haunted its wilds and heights. And of the magic that was its lifeblood, the magic that he needed to survive. 

“Magic, you say?” Tesla sounded doubtful. “I may be a dreamer, but I am not a charlatan. There is no such thing.”

“Think of it, if you will, as another form of energy. An unlimited supply. If you can make it possible for us to go there, I promise you that you will accomplish wonders far faster than you will ever do here.” Charles couldn’t be certain of that, but it was an irresistible lure to a man like Tesla. He wasn’t ashamed to use it.

Tesla looked down at his design. “This cannot be done here,” he said. “We will have to go to London to do it. I have a patron there who was willing to build me a secret laboratory in exchange for some work he was interested in.”

Charles’s blood ran cold. He had the distinct feeling Tesla was talking about John Vaunt. “What is his name?” he asked.

“That is confidential,” Tesla said. “He did not want his association with me revealed until I had completed the work. And then Edison offered me the fifty thousand. I do not know what to do. I ran away here to think. And to draw this.”

Charles hoped that perhaps if he didn’t mention John Vaunt and convinced Tesla to come with him, the awfulness that had happened originally in New London might not occur. How, he wasn’t sure. To think too much about it taxed his brain. 

Tesla rose and gathered his things again, this time in a much more leisurely fashion. He pulled on kid gloves and then reached to take Charles’s hand. “To London in the morning, then.”

“Yes. To London.”

He held his writing case and the parchment close to his chest. “I am delighted to have stumbled across you, Mr. Waddingly. One is never fully prepared for the realization of a dream until it occurs, but I am very glad it did.”

“Likewise, Mr. Tesla,” Charles said. “The pleasure and fortuitousness of this meeting is all mine.” Charles bowed deeply. 

He would return to New London. And with Tesla’s help, he would finally set all to rights. 
 

To Mr. Charles Darwin, Esq,

 

Kindest sir,


My sincerest apologies that I have left only this missive to wish you farewell. I had thought better of it, but I must make haste to London on urgent business. I hope you will understand. 


However, I could not leave without letting my undying gratitude to you be known in writing if nothing else. You took in not just a stranger in your garden, but a man more ill and dangerous than you were prepared to encounter. And you met that man with kindness and patience. You trusted him when no trust had ever been earned, and you brought him to be healed when no healing ever seemed possible. 


I am in your and Gwen’s debt eternally. You are indeed a Saint. 


I am and will remain

 

Your Obedient Servant,

 

Charles D. Waddingly
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