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      He did not remember placing his hands on either side of Victor Frankenstein’s head, nor the shifting movements of his own muscles as he completed his next actions. He did not remember the popping of tendons, the scraping of bones, or the wet smacking of meat that came with a beheading. He remembered nothing of the things in which a vampire should revel.

      He remembered the lack of integration of his stitched-together body: The pressure difference between his left fang and his right as they descended through his also-unequal gums. The strange extra bluishness captured by his right eye, but not his left. The echoing caused by his mismatched ears. How one leg did not yet quite understand what his brain was telling it to do.

      He’d been decanted into a new cathedral of a body, one built from parts taken from many demolished churches. Here, a foot from a Caribbean night lord. There, a knee from some sniveling Dark Forest vampire. Guts from The One. Elbows from an only recently turned Scotsman. Hand tendons from a strange mundane. An ear from a dumb American come back to the Old Country for a tour and turned because he was too arrogant to understand the dangers of night travel.

      And inside, where his soul should have been, he housed an equally unknown number of vampiric demons. Some parts spun their vampire hunger and rage so tightly that they’d become cords of power all to themselves. Some were only clouds of need floating inside his head, chest, liver. They all screamed internally, as vampires did. And they all kept him from seeing and understanding the world into which he’d just re-awoken.

      There’d been a lab. Also a wooden table, one long and strong enough for his huge bulk. Rain. Thunder.

      And old magic cutting through the fleshes that made his new body. Old magic knitting his pieces together because that was what it did, even for vampires.

      He remembered some details beyond the uneven pressure as his fangs descended: The crackling white-hot pain of barely-harnessed electricity as it screamed through his body not once, not twice, but three distinguishable times. The rain leaking through the roof and the terror of the Bride as she stood in the doorway.

      A woman, her eyes wide and her lips rounded. She, like him, carried scars from the old magic’s cuts and connections.

      Then his fangs were in Victor’s neck and he remembered the slow, vicious beats—one, two, three—as the demons animating his flesh sucked every last drop from his reanimator’s body.

      It wasn’t until he had his maker’s blood flooding down his throat that his sense of the world turned on. He blinked, and the dingy lab—full of jars, knives, tongs, a spire of a lightning rod reaching into the storm—came into focus. Then the raven-haired woman in the white shift, who was gone in a blink of an eye.

      He’d thought of chasing her, but his disparate parts were like puppies rolling around in the glee of killing Victor Frankenstein. What level of narcissism did a mundane need in order to think he could un-dead the undead without consequence? And now that narcissism had literally beheaded Victor's drained-dry corpse.

      The vampire and all of his internal clouds and tornadoes of demonic power were consequences. They—he—was the personification of the raging violence held by the worthy against the unworthy. He was its flesh.

      He would have what he deserved. He would control everything.

      Solid memories only formed once he escaped into the streets of Edinburgh. He consumed rats, both human and rodent. Deer, also, and cattle he found in the Scottish countryside. He was giant, and grotesque, but he had his faculties, and he had the riches of his well-selected victims. He had the wherewithal to be careful with his corpses.

      He managed to hide well enough to keep away both mundanes and Scotland’s fae as he fed and forced his parts to coagulate into him—one being. One vampire.

      He would become what he was meant to be—the one true god—even if it took him centuries.

      His vampire pieces did not grow together so much as scab onto one another. Dissociations happened often as different personalities forced themselves to the surface, and he would lose significant amounts of time—hours, mostly. Sometimes weeks. Once, years.

      He always regained control.

      He blinked back into consciousness under a brilliant moon cresting over the sawtooth edges of unfamiliar mountains. The air was colder than it should have been, and drier. Snow drifted against the surrounding ragged scrub trees, all of which were shorter than his almost eight-foot height. But those mountains…

      They were real peaks, not the rolling tall hills of the Highlands, which meant he’d returned to a continent. A dry, cold continent, and in the middle of winter.

      He wore heavy boots meant for riding, unrefined brown britches, and a surprisingly soft undershirt over which suspenders held up the brownness on his legs. The fur of the coat topping his shirt and britches was a brilliantly soft grey and from an animal he did not immediately recognize. A soft and comfortable felted hat with large, folded brim sat on his head—a “cowboy hat” if he remembered correctly. Each hip carried a gun. Revolvers, from the looks of them.

      He would have sneezed, if vampires sneezed, because of the dust carried on the breeze.

      A woman stood at his side.

      She was not the Bride. He’d mostly forgotten about the black-haired woman in Victor’s laboratory. This new woman could have been her twin—tall, raven haired, with a roundness to her breasts that perfectly mirrored the roundness of her hips, and eyes so blue and bright they looked like the ice of a glacier.

      She wore an emerald green dress so long that it skimmed the dirt, though its hem looked as fresh and new as if the dress had been made only hours before. She’d cinched her also-emerald fur coat with a sturdy leather belt. Unlike him, she wore leather gloves.

      No, she was not the Bride. Nor was she human.

      She picked her own cowboy hat off the ground and brushed off the dusty snow before placing it back onto her lovely midnight hair. “It happen again, darlin’?” she drawled in a very American way.

      The accent sounded practiced, and not quite correct, as if some staunch Scottish refused to leave her voice.

      It never would. A fae was always a fae. They carried their native land in their blood the same way he carried the parts of the many vampires that made up his body.

      He looked around, and there, down the slope, saw an overturned stagecoach surrounded by many broken bodies. He touched his lip over one of his fangs. The socket felt fat and the spin of his demons had slowed.

      “I fed,” he said. He’d had his fill, too, from his body’s satisfaction. He glanced at the woman. Had she fed as well? If she was the type of fae he suspected she was, she might have.

      She dropped her hand to the revolver on her hip. “Definitely happened again.” The gun, like his own, was steel. Hers, though, carried ornately carved silver plating.

      She understood about his time lapses, which meant they’d traveled together. It also meant that at least some part of him trusted her enough to divulge such details.

      He was not “some part.” He was all his parts. He was the coagulated vampire son of Victor Frankenstein.

      He pointed at her hand on her gun. “That won’t help you.” He’d snap her neck before she drew the revolver from its holster.

      She laughed. “My dear, I know how to slow you down.”

      She was concerned, but not frightened. And yes, they’d been intimate. Quite intimate, actually, from the flashes of her breasts popping in and out of his mind.

      Sometimes flashes happened after he reemerged. Mostly not. Flashes meant a long disassociation.

      “Date and place,” he said. If they were as intimate as the flashes suggested, then she would know how to handle grounding him in an unfamiliar world.

      “It’s 1885. December. You are in the newly formed Wyoming Territory of the United States of America. Green River is that way.” She pointed southeast through the low growing scrub trees. “Rock Springs is that way.” She pointed due south between two taller trees. “We had fun in Rock Springs two months ago.”

      She grinned with the iridescent malevolence only a dark fae could manifest.

      A flash: Miners. Men from Europe and men from China. He’d “fit in” with the European miners. They hadn’t understood what he was, or why he found them easy prey. It had taken nothing to spark the violence among his European brethren. The body count had been substantial. And filling.

      Her grin vanished. “There’s a reason you’re with me, darlin’,” she drawled. “Who do you think taught you to glamour?”

      Yes, he thought. They’d crossed the ocean together. Which meant part of him knew how to glamour so his height would not draw attention.

      She held out her arm and twitched her wrist. The green dress wavered as if alive. “Low-demons, love,” she said. “Much better than making a new gown every year.”

      She had tamed a hive of low-demons and trained them to do her bidding?

      He pointed. “Give them to me.” Such a prize should be his.

      She laughed. “You always say that when you come out of one of your happenings.” She spun around and the green dress floated up, revealing her feet.

      She wore boots on normal feet the same as he wore boots on his, even though he knew she didn’t. Either she glamoured or the low-demons made her feet look human for her, because he was pretty sure this fae should be dancing on the hooved toes of a deer.

      “Heh,” he said.

      The woman took her hand off her revolver. She tipped her head to the side and continued to watch him as if all their intimacy had reinforced in her mind just how terrible he truly was.

      Because he was terrible. He was a plague. He’d killed as many mundanes as the wars, famines, and diseases he used as cover.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      She sashayed over, swinging her hips in a way which, if he were a mundane man, would have immediately clouded his mind.

      She set a hand gently on his chest, barely touching, at just the correct pressure to cause a tickle to dance across his vampiric skin. “Evangeline,” she purred.

      Evangeline was not her name. This fae, like all fae, would not share her real name. Most likely she’d taken it when she came here, to the Wyoming Territory of the United States of America, after feeding well on stupid mundane male settlers, miners, and cowboys.

      Like him, she sucked them dry.

      The stories of her kind, when told by men, always cast the men as saints. They “yearned for their beloveds” and they “wished only for their wives.” The baobhan sith knew better.

      She was vengeance cast down on the cheating, his beautiful companion.

      “My evil angel,” he rumbled.

      She smiled—a true smile, one that extended up to her eyes and down to loosened neck muscles. “We’ve been together two years.” She nodded toward the stagecoach. “That was my anniversary gift to you.”

      She considered killing mundanes special enough to consider it a gift? Feeding was not special. Feeding was rote. His eyes narrowed as he looked between her and the carnage below. They’d ripped apart at least five mundanes. Parts littered the ground. Victor Frankenstein would have been proud.

      She rolled her eyes and stepped back. “You can be such a bore when you get like this.”

      His fangs pushed against his gums as they always did when he found someone’s attitude wanting.

      She grabbed the crown of her hat and did a little two-step jig across their dusty hollow between the scrub trees. “Next it’ll be ‘I’m the vampire god! I got me Dracula’s intestines!’” She patted at her belly, then slowly moved her hand downward. “Parts of you sure are kingly, darlin’.”

      She winked.

      He had her by the waist and lifted so they were eye-to-eye before she finished her drawled out “darlin’.”

      She giggled and wrapped her arms around his head.

      Dark fae like her weren’t supposed to smell bright and alive. They smelled of raging waters mostly, plus small, hidden notes of otherworldly electricity. The smell was what gave them away. Mundanes always knew.

      But his evil angel smelled of sweat and life and sage, too.

      “Happy anniversary, my liege,” she said as she placed a deep, intense kiss on his lips.

      This is new, he thought. Though it wasn’t. He was near a century old, and even if he did lose time, parts of him had felt the touches of a woman—this woman. The unafraid strokes. The kisses and the fingers running though his hair. This intimacy, even if it was between demons.

      “Hmmm,” he hummed. How many times had he flitted back into existence in the middle of a murder? While inflicting general mayhem? Or just existing next to a lake, or a stream, or in a ditch? And now, here, he got a treat for his troubles.

      Her laughter turned to her own humming, which in turn became the bewitching song of a Highland fae.

      And the King of Vampires, the Disassociating God, the son of Frankenstein, the Demon, the creature that would one day be called the last thing he was to anyone—Brother—carried his soothing, singing prize toward the scrub for the rest of the evening’s anniversary fun.
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      The scents of sweat and life and sage Evangeline carried? They did not come from her.

      After the sex in the brush, he and his baobhan sith loaded up the spoils of their attack and rode to their homestead in the Sweetwater Mountains. He wouldn’t call it making love—they were dark beings and love was not an emotion they felt. They circled around it with need and desire, fear of being alone, and parallel behaviors that united two, sometimes more, into covens. But they did not love.

      Except maybe Evangeline. But that love was not for him.

      Sunrise crept up the eastern horizon as they returned to the homestead. A fence surrounded a small house and a barn in a fully-cleared area with good visibility. The house looked comfortable for mundanes, or a vampire sized like a mundane. For him, the two rooms and the normal-height ceilings would mean stooping and knocking his forehead into beams.

      Yet he’d lived here, with Evangeline, for at least a year.

      They rode their horses to the barn. His was a massive draft beast, one capable of carrying his equally massive bulk, and hers a smaller yet still muscular mare. The two beasts were much too valuable to eat. Horses rarely tolerated vampires, but these two calmly ate their hay and took a quick brushing.

      “You brought us the horses,” Evangeline said offhandedly as she nodded to the house.

      He looked up just as a boy stepped out of the house. A boy that, like the house, clearly predated his relationship with Evangeline. A mop of thick black hair much like Evangeline’s capped the boy’s head. His shoulders were just beginning to fill out, and though he was gangly, he clearly did well with his body, and looked to be about thirteen years of age.

      The boy stood in front of the door like he owned the place. His eyes flashed as they walked toward the house and were the same ice blue as Evangeline’s, though without the preternatural fae glow.

      Evangeline wrapped her arms around the boy. “You hold the fort for us?” she asked.

      The boy smiled a real, genuine, mundane smile. “Yeah, Ma!” But he thought better of it and wiggled out of her grip, which she allowed.

      His baobhan sith had a mundane-presenting son and she seemed quite proud of his small act of defiance.

      Confusion set in first, then annoyance at both the low ceilings in the house he had yet to enter and the more-mundane-than-fae child with a beating heart and knowledge of vampires. Rapid fire emotions followed: Jealousy, fury, greed, bloodlust, envy.

      He was all the deadly sins as he watched his beautiful predator lavish attention on a mostly mundane.

      Yet he did not attack. He did not interfere. He watched them interact, the baobhan sith and the boy, as she sanitized their murder of the stagecoach occupants for his tender young mind.

      The boy jogged over. “Sir!” he said. He blinked a few times. “You look taller.”

      “I’m not hiding anymore.” He needed to figure out how to reengage his glamours.

      The boy nodded approvingly, as if the vampire needed the approval of this mundane rival for the attentions of his evil angel.

      “Good!” the boy said. “You shouldn’t hide, sir.”

      Slippery fae enchantments hung off the boy like streamers of dark green moss.

      Evangeline was hiding her son in the wild hills of Wyoming far away from other fae. Hiding him, the vampire was sure, because though he might present as a mundane, he was a half-breed, and all half-breeds were witches.

      If there was one group the fae wished to control more than vampires, it was their own witches.

      He clasped the boy’s shoulder. Having a mundane-presenting witch around might be… valuable. Especially one who did not burn up with witch fire like so many of the other half-breeds.

      Plus the kid loved his mother. And he seemed to respect the vampire giant he called sir.

      “Let’s go in,” the vampire said, and ducked into the uncomfortable house and his life in the shadows under the Sweetwater Mountains.
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      He built a new house with appropriate ceilings. The boy helped. He invested their acquired wealth into the local community. The boy helped with that, too.

      They became a family, if a dark fae, her witch son, and a vampire could be a family.

      He learned to harness many of Evangeline’s enchantments so that he could wield them with his own magicks. Glamouring his height became second nature. He combined his vampire thrall with her ability to appear and disappear on command and taught himself how to change locations using his will alone. From the one low-demon she granted him for their tenth anniversary, he bred his own and filled them with ash to make his own gray suit—and learned to prod his pets to shade his form so that he could walk in daylight.

      And when it was time to move to a new stone manor in Rock Springs, the boy told his adopted vampire father that he was enlisting in the U.S. Army.

      Soldiering knowledge would be helpful for the family, too.

      Not once, through all this, had the boy asked to be turned, nor had he condemned his parents for being part of the darkness. The boy had always been pragmatic, and keen on understanding the true workings of the world. He grew, he learned, and he worked toward keeping the volatility of both mundanes and magicals smoothed and contained.

      So the boy, now a man, left the new state of Wyoming to spend time with the Army in places all across the United States, but mostly in the state of Texas. Connections were made, and jobs granted. When he retired his commission, his son turned his security knowledge to his new role in the Pinkerton Agency.

      The vampire and the baobhan sith settled into another decade of comfort. They found that the calmer their life was, the fewer lost times he had. The disassociations stopped altogether, and he found it much easier to pull knowledge—and refined magicks—out of his constituent parts.

      He truly became the coagulated whole, unbothered by his bits and in control of his pieces no matter their origin—be they feral beasts, turned soldiers, The One Dracula, a chittering German thing, or a Castilian mundane.

      Why the vampire parts of him had not fully consumed the mundane Spanish tendons of his hand, he never did figure. The small pieces of the man seemed simultaneously in The Land of the Dead and also inside the vampire, and were along for the ride, doing what tendons did. Without, it seemed, the same vampiric agenda as the rest of his parts. The tendons were as pragmatic as his son.

      Wyoming continued to provide easy hunting, with its settler attitude and sparse population. Time pressed on. The other remaining territories became states. The nation grew. A new century dawned and the vampire began to wonder about love.

      He’d spent a quarter century with Evangeline. Because of her, he’d learned to moderate his hungers, and to live amongst the mundanes. She sang away his rages and soothed the worst of his seethings all while helping to hide the bodies of their hunts. Without her, the mundanes would have destroyed him long ago, as they usually did with night feeders and murderers.

      Victor Frankenstein might have stitched his body together, but it was a fae who made walking the mundane world viable.

      He was a vampire—the vampire—yet he had a wife. A son. A family. That alone made him singular among the demons. Special.

      So special he allowed himself to enjoy the mid-winter festivals the mundanes referred to as Christmas. The boy, now a leader in the Pinkerton Agency, had returned home.

      The sun dropped fully behind the mountains. The vampire leaned against the thick granite column supporting his grand porch and watched tasty mundane children frolic in the snow like innocent lambs.

      Behind him, on the other side of the great glass window separating the porch from the interior rooms, the boy sat in the front parlor in his customary well-tailored black trousers and jacket. Evangeline stood on the other side of the room, near the slightly ajar front door, and sang a Christian carol with just the correct amount of irony to bring a smile to her husband’s and her son’s lips.

      It might not be the life of a king, but better to exist and learn than to burn away because he could not control his impulses. Immortality allowed him the time he needed to take control of the world, and he would at his own pace.

      Besides, the boy was poised to gain access to the power base that was the American democracy. Marauding could wait a bit longer.

      An unknown magic hit the house.

      Evangeline abruptly stopped singing.

      The vampire moved, vanishing from his place on the porch step and reappearing instantly in the center of his parlor.

      “Royal Guard!” The boy shouted, weapon drawn and pointed toward the threshold where his mother once sang. His bullets were steel, like the gun, and would do nothing to stop the fae now standing over Evangeline’s fallen and lifeless body.

      The fae who had found them in the middle of the American nowhere and taken his baobhan sith from him.

      The fae who had killed his Evangeline.

      “What have you done?” he roared.

      The Royal Guard fae wore a gentleman’s waistcoat on his human upper half and strong, dangerous-looking goat legs on his bottom. A set of large curved ram horns adorned his head. A mess of dark brown curls filled in between the horns and flopped disarmingly onto his forehead.

      The fae looked more bored than attentive or annoyed. “Well, well,” he said. “What do we have here?” He moved his hand.

      The vampire’s son dropped to the ground.

      The boy who called him sir, who’d grown into an expert in security and spycraft, who’d helped the vampire build this house with his own hands, collapsed like a ragdoll onto the reds and blues of the rug under his feet.

      He breathed still, but only barely.

      The vampire lunged at the Royal Guard fae. The goat man danced to the side, twisted, and slammed a bolt of magic into the back of the vampire’s neck.

      He collapsed like his son, and dropped to the rug next to his dead baobhan sith. His fingers were less than an inch from her lifeless hand—from her low-demons and her lingering magic—but he could not move to call them to himself, nor could his low-demons suck their kin into his personal hive.

      He tried anyway.

      Goat feet appeared next to his eyes. Then the fae squatted just enough so that the vampire could see his face. He’d changed. His horns were bigger. Sharper. And his eyes had grown black and star-filled.

      A fae of great power had come looking for his baobhan sith and her witch son.

      The fae poked at the vampire. An eyebrow arched. “So this is where you’ve been hiding.” He scratched at the side of his nose. “Why do vampires smell like spoiled vinegar?” He shook his head. “Does vinegar spoil? It’s been a while since I’ve involved myself in anything domestic.”

      Had this fae come for him? “Who…” he mouthed. The stasis spell clamped his lips closed.

      The fae leaned closer. “Are you asking one of those ‘w’ questions the mundanes love so much? Why did you kill the baobhan sith with the low-demons?” He squinted at the vampire. “When did you find us?” He closed one eye and moved back a little. “What will be left of me when this is over? Who are you?” He stood and stepped over Evangeline. “No who answers for you. You should know better than to ask a fae’s name.”

      The Royal Guard fae kicked the vampire in the gut.

      He did not feel pain the way a mundane did. He felt the damage done by the fae’s hoof—the splitting of his abdominal wall and the rupturing of his guts. But the damage wasn’t anything a feeding could not heal.

      He wiggled his fingers toward Evangeline’s hand.

      The fae nodded at his baobhan sith’s cooling body. “Hiding a half-mundane child from the King isn’t a capital offense.” He leaned down again. “I’ve done it. We all do.”

      He pointed at the low-demons squirming over her body.

      Without her reining them in, they were losing the emerald pigment they carried while in dress form. They would soon revert into a slithering mass that would drip through the floorboards in search of the darkest, dankest place available to hide.

      Unless he pulled them into his suit first. He only needed another fraction of an inch and he could draw them to himself and maybe, perhaps, crack the Royal Guard fae’s spell.

      “She defiled her body.” The finger pointing at the low-demons moved to pointing at him. “You’re worse than a vampire. You’re a re-animated corpse.” He crouched again. “Are you cold in the morning, too? Like Death just cannot let go.”

      Too? Were there others like him?

      Yes. The woman in the laboratory. The Bride.

      The fae leaned closer. “Your brother lives with elves.” He rolled his eyes and stood again. “Barbarians.”

      Brother? Victor Frankenstein built another before him?

      The fae’s hooves clicked along the wooden floor as he walked around the vampire and, he presumed, to the boy.

      “This one has a wife and three children in Texas,” the fae said.

      The boy had a family? He’d never, not once, said anything about a wife or children.

      “Oh!” The fae came back around and looked at the vampire’s eyes again. “You did not know.” He nodded toward the boy. “His daughter began manifesting magical sensitivity last week. That’s how we found the baobhan sith.” He looked back at the vampire. “You were a surprise, I’ll tell you that.” He stepped back and flicked the vampire’s nose. “Surprise!”

      He’d drain this fae dry of every drop of blood.

      He pressed against the statis spell with all his vampire will. With all the strength baked into his giant body. He would not be contained by any fae. He would have his vengeance.

      His fingertip touched the side of his beloved’s hand.

      The fae looked down just as the entirety of Evangeline’s hive stiffened—and slammed against the stasis spell. They were unmoored, lost, angry. They’d lost their mistress. They needed their master. They needed their vampire.

      The stasis spell shattered as his love’s low-demons poured into his own.

      He vanished and reappeared with his hand around the fae’s neck. “Release my son,” he said. They would kill this fae together. Then the boy would explain about his Texas family.

      The fae’s bored expression returned. He shrugged and released the stasis spell.

      The boy gasped for air. “Stay…” he gasped. “Stay away from my children!”

      He wasn’t looking at the fae. He stared directly at the vampire.

      His son meant him. “The goat fae killed your mother!” he bellowed.

      The boy scrambled toward the settee. “She was a baobhan sith! You are a vampire! I’m not stupid. I understand how you work. You always escalate. Always! It was just a matter of time. Stay away from my family!”

      Had it been a lie? All this time? The last quarter century? His family?

      His family had been a lie.

      His evil angel had belonged to him. She had not belonged to the fae, nor to the boy. And now she’d been taken away to The Land of the Dead on a lie.

      They would all pay.

      He vanished and reappeared directly in front of the boy. “Witch,” he hissed as he pressed his fangs into his son’s neck.

      Fae-touched blood poured down his throat. The low-demons rejoiced. He rejoiced, and the blood wove its way around his wounds as it filled every muscle and tendon of his body with the touch of fae magic.

      He dropped the boy to the floor still breathing. He would drain the goat fae. Then he would slowly finish off the ungrateful brat. No need to allow him to turn and become a vampire himself.

      The goat fae snickered, but his face and body were tight with anger. “Else the Puck a liar call; So, good night unto you all,” he said. “We’re done here.”

      He vanished.

      The rug under Evangeline’s corpse burst into flames. The fire in the fireplace exploded outward into the room. The settee erupted, as did the end table and wall next to his son’s dying body.

      A wall of flame formed between the vampire and the room’s exit. Another formed between the vampire and the window.

      Viscous heat coiled around his giant body. The low-demons screamed and writhed. He pulled them in tight to his flesh and attempted to leave by moving, as Evangeline had taught him.

      He could not. The fae had placed a holding spell on his home, to bind him here. To kill him in the one truly permanent way to kill a vampire, with fire.

      His son coughed, then vomited the entire contents of his stomach into the flames. When he looked up at the vampire, his eyes had crystalized to the color of glaciers. “You turned me, you bastard.” And then he was gone, through the flames, escaping through a binding spell that the fae had somehow made specific to the vampire and his home.

      To the heat. The death. The ash.

      He may have disassociated. Or maybe, perhaps, he wasn’t the true coagulated personality of his body. Perhaps, maybe, his true personality would not shackle himself to family.

      To love.

      He was sure Death whispered to him at that moment, and struck a deal. What do you want? it asked.

      Freedom, he thought.

      Freedom, a part of him echoed, as if it had made a similar deal at a different time.

      So freedom he was given.
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      He sat in the corner booth of a neon-soaked Tokyo diner, cigarette hanging from his lip and a cooling cup of black coffee between his fingers. The mundanes saw a taller than average square-jawed man of Japanese descent in an impeccable ash gray suit, black loafers, and a pristine, perfectly pressed blood red tie. They did not see his dull, spade-like broken pike. It leaned against the corner between the booth’s red vinyl back and the window, glamoured from mundane eyes both in the diner with him, and outside the wide expanse of window.

      They found him unsettling—he was a vampire—but the yakuza glamour gave them an excuse for their gut-level unsettlement.

      Beyond refilling his coffee, the mundanes left him alone. No one asked why he never ordered food, or why he never came in during the day. Nor did they make a scene about the occasional “associate” who would shuffle in and sit on the other side of the booth.

      Japan had more yōkai than the Isles had fae. Tokyo alone teemed with magicals—hundreds of kami as beautiful as they were powerful, yūrei spirits, oni trolls, and an unending array of yōkai creatures of all shapes and sizes.

      And like all magicals, some glamoured better than others.

      The one sitting across from him wore a dusty beige trench coat and a wide-brimmed fedora as if it had stepped out of a random forties film noir detective movie. The vampire had not yet learned all the types of yōkai inhabiting the recesses and shadows of Tokyo, nor did he care to, and the small, hairy thing underneath the hat and coat did not inspire any new-found desire for such scholarship.

      He extinguished his cigarette in the ashtray next to his coffee mug. Tokyo, like all civilized places on Earth, no longer liked the idea of tobacco. His puffs of bluish smoke were the only ones in the diner and were, he suspected, illegal.

      Still, he smoked. It was his way of saging his barely perceptible—and unglamourable—hints of vampire decay.

      The yōkai stared out the diner window at the bustle outside. Lovely women in short skirts and shouldering huge handbags darted by along the concrete walkway. Men in button-front shirts and sharply-creased trousers walked like robots. Young people with clothes and hair as bright as the flashing arcade lights laughed, hustled, and thumbed their phones.

      So much had changed during his marooned century inside The Land of the Dead. He remembered less of how he ended up with the Dead than he did of removing Victor Frankenstein’s head, and only that he’d been granted “freedom.”

      Such were the complications of his disassociations.

      His time in The Land of the Dead had not been completely useless. He’d learned how to manipulate specific universal geometries to power his already substantial magicks, and how to glamour his low-demons into invisibility.

      He’d never looked for Evangeline on the other side. There was no need. He’d been set free of love and family.

      He’d found Victor Frankenstein, though.

      The vampire blinked. He no longer disassociated, no matter what the wood blade in his shoulder wanted. It had taken him several hours—and several sacrificed low-demons—to figure out how to isolate the Odin’s Gallows wood stabbed into his flesh by his bumbling mostly-mundane brother, Frank Victorsson.

      He hadn’t been himself when the gate into Alfheim had opened. Close, yes, but that personality had not understood the need for calm.

      Now, he had the bit of Norse magic mostly contained. The wound ached, but it would no longer prod disassociations. There would be no more appearances by Lord Dracula, though The One did have a seat at the council.

      Every so often, he would remember he also carried a part of a mundane—a man called the Castilian. Then he would forget and go about his business as the whole, coagulated vampire he was.

      That other vampire who had escaped with him from Dracula’s little ash-filled node of reality—Anthea, the woman in the black dress—had had an affinity for the Castilian. The plump blonde vampire had spent their time together chatting words that had called up memory-bubbles of the Castilian’s life. Nothing substantial. A prison, the smell of the sea, amorphous yearnings. Impressions, mostly.

      Again, he blinked. He no longer concerned himself with his “father,” or the Bride, or his brother who lived with barely-civilized bumpkin elves. There would be no more ever-so-subtle risings of the almost-him—almost capable of accessing all his magicks and memories—personality Frank Victorsson had called Brother.

      His disassociations landed, on occasion, within common territories on the Venn diagram that was his consciousness. Memories and actions were shared, but not motivations.

      None of which mattered. He was, he needed to remind himself, free of family.

      And he was a god. Kyūketsuki no kami, as the yōkai called him. Vampire God.

      Most of the yōkai were simple creatures and not all that different from their mundanes—lonely, overwhelmed, and hiding in plain sight in the middle of this huge city. It made them easy prey for a god.

      He pushed at the cigarette butt hanging over the edge of the ash tray. He had eaten a yōkai when he’d emerged from that pocket hell in which Frank Victorsson’s elves had trapped his body—yet another bit of evidence that Dracula should not be in charge. As his son had told him after taking on a command position with the Pinkertons, grandiose megalomania only served to get a vampire killed. Better to show some self-control and to build your empire slowly.

      Was the boy still out in the wider world? Dracula carried no memories of him arriving in the pocket realm because of the Call.

      More blinking. The vampire tapped his finger along the gray Formica of the booth’s tabletop. These thoughts were
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