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For Cath




Yoru bakari
Miru mono nari to
Omou-nayo!
Hiru sae yume no
Ukiyo nari-keri.


Think not that dreams
appear to the dreamer
only at night:
The dream of this world of pain
appears to us
even by day.


Lafcadio Hearn,
In Ghostly Japan


‘Immortal powers!’ cried Roderick, ‘what a vision! In the name of transcendent perfection, who is she?’ He sprang up and stood looking after her until she rounded a turn in the avenue. ‘What a movement, what a manner, what a poise of the head! I wonder if she would sit to me.’


‘You had better go and ask her,’ said Rowland, laughing.


‘She is certainly most beautiful.’


‘Beautiful? She’s beauty itself – she’s a revelation. I don’t believe she is living – she’s a phantasm, a vapour, an illusion!’


‘The poodle,’ said Rowland, ‘is certainly alive.’


‘Nay, he too may be a grotesque phantom, like the black dog in Faust.’


‘I hope at least that the young lady has nothing in common with Mephistopheles. She looked dangerous.’


‘If beauty is immoral, as people think at Northampton,’ said Roderick, ‘she is the incarnation of evil.’


Henry James, Roderick Hudson
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Medical Log of the S.S. Macedonia, kept by Geneviève Dieudonné (Acting Ship’s Doctor)


At anchor in Tokyo Bay, December 6, 1899





‘There are no vampires in Japan,’ said Baron Masamichi Higurashi. ‘This is the position of the Emperor.’


The emissary nodded. A bow with the effect of a sneer.


I respectfully lowered my gaze, lips tight over sharpening fangs.


The wind blew. The deck creaked. Seabirds squawked.


Christina Light, the Princess Casamassima, smiled graciously, as if Higurashi had complimented her pretty hat. Sparks in her eyes – deep in the irises, like reflections of distant stars – betrayed her annoyance. She can no more understand Japanese than read tea leaves. He might as well have barked at her like a dog.


‘What did he say?’ she asked.


Besides doctoring, I’m expected to be the Macedonia’s official translator. For the benefit of my shipmates, I rendered the Baron’s statement into English.


Kostaki’s dead face gave away nothing. Christina’s frown let everyone know she was irritated.


‘But what did he mean?’ asked the Princess.


‘There should be no vampires in Japan,’ I said, in Italian. I suspected Higurashi understood English. ‘If the Emperor states something, it’s a fact. If the Emperor happens to be wrong, it’s the duty of this official to address the situation… not to correct the Emperor, but to correct the world.’


The Princess was impatient, as well she might be. The Macedonia has carried us a long way. This is a Voyage of the Foolishly Hopeful.


‘The Emperor is wrong, by the way,’ I continued. ‘There were vampires – of a sort – in Japan when I was last here.’


Three hundred and fifty years ago, admittedly.


It’s unlikely that kyuketsuki have died out like the great auk. The Meiji reforms can’t even rid this country of unemployed samurai. I daresay ancient blood-drinkers have survived any pogroms. Should Yuki-Onna, the Woman of the Snow, lower herself to take a title, she could claim to be Vampire Empress of Asia. Which would aptly make her Queen of the Cats. Japanese shapeshifters favour cats (bakeneko) or nine-tailed foxes (kitsune) over the bats and wolves of the nosferatu bloodline. By rights, we should present cartes de visite to Yuki-Onna, not Emperor Mutsuhito. He is at best a temporary throne-warmer. She is as eternal as the white cap of Mount Fuji. It’s said her court can be reached from the earthly plane on but one night in a century, which would make securing an audience problematic if it weren’t smoke and nonsense put about to puff up her reputation.


Sunset in the Land of the Rising Sun. The sky crimson over Chiba Prefecture, to the west. Higurashi’s launch had steamed from the east shore, where the city rises and spreads.


I remember Tokyo as Edo, bustling military camp of the Tokugawa shogunate. The name changed thirty years ago when the new emperor moved from Kyoto to take Edo Castle for his palace. The young imperial capital is bent on becoming the mercantile-political-cultural centre of the Pacific. London, New York or Paris with earthquakes and bath-houses. The Japanese probably dismiss London as Tokyo with fog and vampires. Cities are cities – each thinks itself centre of the universe.


We met on the open deck of the Macedonia. Three European vampires petitioning for safe harbour and a warm Japanese making a show of parlay with creatures he deems ugly demons. If we were not vampires, he’d think us just as hideous. In Japan, we may well be despised more for big noses and round eyes than undead pallor and sharp teeth. That two women were doing the talking did our cause no favours – especially since Christina is a terrible diplomat.


The Princess sat on a little folding chair as if it were a throne. A scene arranged with her as centrepiece. Her white silk dress had pearls inset in the bodice. Her train wound tight round her legs, lest it catch the wind and unfurl like a banner of war. She posed like a mermaid on a rock, fluttering eyelashes and playing with a parasol to draw attention from her tail.


Higurashi ignored her anyway.


The emissary spoke to me out of necessity, expressing no surprise or pleasure that I knew his language. He treated Kostaki as our chieftain.


When drummed out of the Carpathian Guard, the Moldavian elder put away all decorations. In a greatcoat stripped of insignia, he seems a ghost of himself. His shako is obscenely naked without hackle and badge. He even cut off his moustaches and shaved his head. A phrenologist might say he has a fine skull. A doctor – me! – says the rest of him is too meagre, even for a vampire. His skin is almost transparent, a rice-paper wrapper for his bones. His veins are as visible as an anatomy diagram.


Kostaki kept his eyes on Higurashi, hand casually on his sword-hilt. He didn’t give up the weapon with his medals and honours. It is his own property, not the Guard’s; a Portuguese black carrack. Originally, the blade was a dull black, so as not to catch the sun and alert the enemy (should Kostaki do any daytime fighting); now, it’s silver-coated for use against vampires. The weapon has a peculiar-shaped pair of claws in the hilt, to trap an opponent’s blade so a wrist-twist can disarm in a clash. It’s politely called a crab sword, but crudely known as a colhona (‘big balls’) – in profile, the claws look like caricature testicles. It may have a name Kostaki hasn’t shared with us – Gut-cutter, Raven-brand, Skull-splicer. We might be scorned as barbarians, but the sword will be welcomed in Japan. Here, everything sharp has a coat of arms, an official birthday and secret and public names.


‘Is he a monk?’ asked Higurashi.


I saw why he might think that. Buddhist bonzes are bald. Fasting gives many a lean, ascetic look. When did Kostaki last feed?


Japanese has a precise word for what Kostaki is. ‘Not a monk,’ I told the Baron. ‘Ronin.’ A masterless samurai.


Under the Meiji Restoration, steps have been taken to curtail the samurai class, seen by the regime as relics of the displaced shogunate. Since the suppression of the Satsuma Rebellion, many former retainers of noble houses are unemployed or in disgrace, following the warrior’s path (bushido) without direction. Some turn to freelance heroism. Others to banditry. France was the same after the Crusades. A bad time to be the sort of person who gets robbed at swordpoint.


Like all in our party, Kostaki seeks more than shelter. He needs a cause.


Higurashi bowed to the Carpathian. Properly.


In something of a pet, Princess Casamassima twinkled. Sparks danced in her aura like dying fireflies. No one elevated her to any position of leadership, but she assumes command by divine right of Christinaness. After marrying into a title, she spurned all it entails to espouse the cause of revolution. Her late husband could hardly have been delighted. She gave him other reasons to be unhappy. She declares social rank obsolete and insists she not be called ‘Your Highness’. She is particularly sure to tell people who don’t know she’s a princess not to treat her like one. Yet her offhand manner hints at dire consequences if she isn’t recognised as special.


She is a rare creature. Christina shines… a vampire trait I’d heard of, but never before directly observed. You can’t look away from her. Her skin glows with a lustre like her pearls. Her golden eyes hold white flames. Her fine hair ripples with violet luminescence. Like a dweller in sea depths beyond reach of the sun, she is her own candle. Something is very fishy about the Princess. Kate Reed, always well-informed, tells me that the way some vampires can become mist, Christina can turn into moonbeams. That, I’ve not witnessed – but she lights up like a lantern when exercising her power of fascination and burns white-hot if she’s resisted.


That glamour is a property of the vampire condition not shared by my bloodline. Life would be simpler if I could make people do what I want… but getting one’s way all the time is bad for the character. I can instance many examples, warm and undead, of this lesson. Princess Casamassima is at the head of that list. Prince Dracula is on it too. And Mr Mycroft Holmes of the Diogenes Club, who is at least as responsible for me being a woman without a country as Dracula himself. Britain has too many puppet-masters at present; the rest of us get our strings tangled.


I had to admire Higurashi. Christina’s fireworks didn’t jar his composure. He kept talking to me as if I were a trained monkey and keeping his eye on Kostaki as if he were the organ grinder.


To meet the foreign vampires, the Japanese emissary wore European formal dress – tailcoat, starched collar, red stock, diplomatic sash, top hat, ceremonial sword. He might have been the Mayor of Middlesbrough visiting a trade council. Like Kostaki, he kept a hand near his sword-hilt by studied accident. Was his German sabre a subtle mark of contempt? Gaijin aren’t worth Japanese steel.


The Macedonia has steamed across the seas with its strange captain and stranger cargo. We’ve been turned away from ports like a plague ship. Gunboats kept us out of San Francisco Bay and followed at respectful distance until we quit US waters. No sanctuary for turncloaks in the Americas. We do not count as ‘huddled masses yearning to breathe free’ for it is popularly supposed we do not breathe at all. Canada and Australia welcome warm refugees from Dracula’s England, but not us – not vampires.


If any of our party were to show their face in London, they’d be impaled in public, beheaded with silver and have their ashes strewn on Rotten Row. We are against the Crown Prince, and escaping his dominion… but in America the Kane papers scream that we’re secretly his murder-missionaries, spreaders of his vile bloodline. The Inquirer ran Jedediah Leland’s sensationalist serial The ‘Viper’ Invasion of New York and half the country took it for news. In Kansas, spinsters pulled white pickets from fences to sharpen for stakes and bothered priests to bless their wells. Leland dreamed up the notion that splashes of holy water burn vampires like vitriol. In the final episode, Teddy Roosevelt turns a fire hose on ‘the King’, a thinly disguised Dracula, and washes him down a sewer.


Dracula is undisputed King of the Cats, and we’re cats – so we must bow to him and plot the subjugation of the whole warm world. Even on the other side of the globe, his stench is on us. When Higurashi says Dorakyura, he scowls.


I assume the Japanese Navy has guns trained on the Macedonia. Not that there’s much point. The ship is held together by rust and rancid seal fat, more likely to be sunk by a squall than enemy action. It is all we could get and Death Larsen the only captain, warm or undead, bloody-minded enough to take us on. Without him, we would have to cross the ocean in open coffins, paddling with our hands. At that, sharing a nightly table with Larsen is high price for a passage. Many warmfellows are disgusted by the way vampires feed… but the most ravening rat-fanged strigoi is refined next to Captain Larsen.


Yet the brute has vanities. He is proud of his nickname. We came to the Americas on the clipper Elizabeth Dane, another ill-starred ship, then crossed the Isthmus of Panama by mule train. When we met Death in Panama City, none of us were impressed by his sinister soubriquet, or curious enough to ask how he came by it. His scarred lips twitched in a childish moue.


‘I have read of the Demeter,’ Larsen told us as our cargo of caskets was winched aboard the Macedonia as Dracula’s earth-boxes were once stowed in the hold of the ship that brought him to England. ‘On that voyage, there was but one fat leech and a whole crew to feed him. My ship has a hundred and twenty vampyrer, a pack of thirsty bastards. And me. I am not the fool who skippered the Demeter. I shall not tie myself dead to my own wheel. My crew are not meat and drink to living corpses. My men are mine alone. I own their lives and deaths. They call me Death Larsen. Death. What a name! Death. You wonder why that is so, perhaps? Many times have I earned it. My own brother gave it me first. He was one of your sort – a wolf inside a man. At full moon, he turned his skin hairy-side out and howled. Captain of the Ghost. Wolf Larsen is no more. If I am Death Larsen, he is Dead Larsen. A fine joke, hah hah. Dead, for he is dead, at the bottom of the sea. And my silver harpoon through him. Thus I treat my own kin. You, I know not and care not for. A warning, that is all. It would be best if you kept to your boxes. Or the ship arrives in port free of leeches, and my brother has company down below – so many bats to follow one wolf.’


Fifteen years ago, perhaps, Death Larsen was the most terrifying person in his world – then Dracula came out of Transylvania to conquer London, bringing with him horrors most of Europe didn’t believe in or had forgotten. A warm man merely called Death commands little fear when people who are Death cast such long shadows.


Most of us are still hibernating. The Macedonia isn’t a passenger vessel or even really a cargo ship. Its usual trade is seal hunting and its guts are foul with a carcass stink which won’t wash away. Larsen’s battered crew stay clear of the coffins below decks, for vampire sleep is not always restful. Many of us have nightmares of Dracula, spreading black wings over us. Or the mob, with fire and silver.


Remembering the slaver trick of jettisoning human cargo when a revenue cutter hoves in view, Kostaki volunteered to be supercargo. With the Carpathian on watch, Larsen could not just rob us and consign us to the sea. He’s survived worse than silver harpoons.


Christina would not sleep away an opportunity to speak for us all, so she also stayed out of the hold. She swanned around the Macedonia’s narrow walkways as if enjoying first-class passage on the White Star Line’s Majestic. The crew were in awe, and sometimes mooned about behind her like small boys seeing their first horseless carriage. When bleeding a man, she leaches colour out of him. Those she has visited are identifiable by white patches on their hair, formerly tanned skin and even their clothes. Kate mentioned that too. She has no idea how it works. A quirk of the Oblensky bloodline.


I happily left Kostaki and the Princess to represent us on the voyage. I was roused from my padded trunk after Dr Doskil cut his throat. One night, Larsen took it in mind to tear strips off the bald-pated, meek little man. The ship’s doctor might have done something to offend his captain, who inflicted a severe dressing-down in public… or perhaps Death hadn’t killed anyone in a month and was seized by his own brand of red thirst. Starting quietly, Larsen trapped Doskil into contradicting him on trivial points, then let fly a stream of inventive, vicious taunts. Kostaki – late of the Carpathian Guard, famous across Europe for savage cruelty – professed to be appalled at the way the Captain set about murdering the doctor, throwing words like harpoons. In the end, Doskil fled the table and took out his razor.


A ship must have a sawbones. Kostaki remembered I had worked in a clinic in London. So, I was roused from weeks of lassitude. I inherited Doskil’s cabin. It has been scrubbed but is to my senses permeated with spilled, spoiled blood. Lying on the bunk forces my fangs from their gumsheaths, which is painful and frustrating. I fight red thirst as a warm drunk sleeping on a whisky-soaked mattress would struggle with the bottle.


Many of the crew’s minor injuries were caused by the Captain. He likes to lash out with the tarred end of a rope, often at table. Something about eating sharpens his cruelty, though he knows better than to go after Eddie Joe, the Negro cook. If anyone is well-placed to murder Death, it’s Eddie Joe – he could easily sauce a fish supper with jellyfish sting.


At one meal, Larsen suddenly took against Popejoy. The American tar was piling too many greens on his plate, but any excuse would have done. The rope-end flicked out, and made a mess of his face. I saved the patient from having to wear a patch, but he’ll squint for life.


‘You’ll have to find a new deck name,’ laughed the Captain. ‘We can call you Hawk-Eye the Sailor Man no more.’


That’s what it was really about. Taking away the name.


Even a captain as cruel as Larsen could only go so far in tormenting his crew. He dare not cripple or kill more than one or two on each voyage. Even if he had no fear of mutiny, he must worry about having too few able bodies to keep the Macedonia afloat. The passengers were another question. At sea, seven vampires turned to dust and bone in their boxes. I have an idea how that might have happened. Death wanted us to show him the respect of fear, even if it killed us all – which it might.


Defying Dracula means having interesting associates. Some I would steer clear of if given the option. In the hold are many choice specimens. For one: Mr Yam, the jiang shi elder who once tried to pull off my head. The Chinese assassin – not a political animal – accepted too many contracts to eliminate (understandably unpopular) cronies of the Crown Prince. In our company are committed opponents of the regime (like, to give her credit, Christina Light) and criminals who’d be wanted by Scotland Yard no matter who sat in Buckingham Palace. We also have former Dracula loyalists. Most who fall from his favour are selfish rogues or fools whose mistake is getting found out for dereliction of duty or conniving in treasonous plots – though Kostaki is in exile for abiding by a military code that embarrasses superior officers and frightens the troops.


We are a pond stocked with sharks. When all are awake, there’s no guarantee we won’t turn on each other. Christina collects (and selectively disseminates) information with a genius that rivals Mycroft Holmes. She tattles about those among us who are old enemies or have recent affronts and betrayals to avenge. With tart sweetness, she points out that I am not exactly popular with some vampires.


Daniel Dravot is in the hold too, implacable agent of the Diogenes Club. His duties still include keeping watch on me. Hard as it is to be accepted into the club, membership turns out to be practically impossible to resign. The Sergeant doubtless has sealed orders for every occasion sewn into the lining of his coat. Even in the Far East, we are Mycroft’s pawns. He foresaw our wayward course would wind to Japan, a country he has lately given some thought. The war with China over Korea marked this as a coming nation – insular still, but no longer isolated. Mycroft ponders how Asian realignments affect the interests of the Ideal Britain he is devoted to – a phantasmal, misty realm not to be confused with the red map stain ruled by Prince Dracula. I’ve been used by the Diogenes Club before and did not much relish the experience. It has cost me a man I might love. For him, I am still just about willing to stay in Mr Holmes’s Great Game. Our little circle – Charles, Mycroft, Dravot, myself – once dealt a blow to Dracula’s legitimacy as monarch, but it is taking an age for the Prince to topple and Mr Holmes’s Britannia to rise again.


A smart steam launch ferried Higurashi to the Macedonia. All brass trim and tight lines. A brand new flag flying from its aft pole. A red circle on white, like a spot of blood on your best tablecloth. A Maxim gun mounted on the prow, the lid off the ammunition box, so we could see the gleam of silver shells.


The Japanese are loaded for vampire.


In modernising his armed forces, the Emperor has a passion for buying – or copying – from Western powers. The launch’s keel will have been laid in a British shipyard. Japanese sailors look like Dartmouth sea cadets in white uniforms. Skin smooth, as if they’ve just shaved for the first time – tiny razor nicks above fresh collars.


Delicious little beads of red.


It’s been a long time since I drank anything but ship rat’s blood.


‘We… wish… to… come… ashore,’ said the Princess to the Baron, enunciating each English word like an American ordering a steak and potatoes in Paris.


Higurashi gave no sign of understanding.


‘We’re in need of urgent repairs and provisions,’ I told him, in Japanese. ‘We can pay.’


Ironically, one thing we aren’t short of is money. Vampires tend to get rich over the centuries. Well, other vampires do. I am perpetually stony broke, and among the few elders obliged to work for a living. I am drawing wages from Captain Larsen – or, at least, getting partial refund of my passage.


The widow Casamassima’s credit is good at any bank in the world, thanks to the fabulous fortune she inherited. The Prince, frail scion of a distinguished but enfeebled Italian family, tried to turn when she did. His noble blood was too thin. Christina rose from death as a shining vampire angel. Her husband shrivelled into something like a human-sized vole, which coughed and shat for a few nights then became compost. He had to be shovelled into the Casamassima vaults in Rome. Christina Light, of American and Italian parentage and the strange airy-fairy Oblensky bloodline, is a relative newborn, but conducts herself like the breed of elder who looks down on Dracula as an ill-mannered parvenu. Just the type to become a revolutionary. She thinks the ruling classes – and, indeed, everyone else – are beneath her, and would rearrange the world to prop up that belief. Much like an Emperor of Japan.


If she gets ashore, she’ll probably become Empress. Hikari-Onna, Woman of Light.


In London, the Princess was leading light – ahem – of a series of short-lived factions, unions and parties which tended to fall apart through internal squabbles well before Mr Caleb Croft’s Special Branch or General Iorga’s Carpathian Guard got round to infiltrating or raiding them. Christina sat with Kate Reed on the Council of the Seven Days, an anarchist cell that made a splash during the Jubilee Year. It is her useful habit to be a sole survivor. Useful for her – not for anyone else in her playrooms. Katie barely got out of the council alive. I hope we of the Macedonia fare better.


‘We are refugees,’ I continued. ‘We seek sanctuary.’


Higurashi nodded. I couldn’t tell if it was a yay or nay nod.


The emissary came aboard the Macedonia alone. Considering that we’re a ship of monsters, that showed courage. I did not sense a death wish or foolhardy confidence. He was more than just a messenger.


The way he stood, at ease yet coiled… just like Kostaki. That touch with the lid of the ammunition case. One item out of place on the shipshape launch – just the thing to draw the eye, send a message. We could be cut down at any time. We were above water only because this man refrained from having us sunk.


At a guess, Higurashi is a member of the Black Ocean Society.


Black Ocean have influence with the Emperor – perhaps even over the Emperor. They feel an emperor should have an empire, and agitate for the accumulation of overseas possessions in Korea, China and elsewhere. They may have supplied the ronin assassins who killed Korea’s Russian-leaning Empress Myeongseong in 1895, and run a chain of brothels across Asia to finance patriotic endeavours and harvest useful information.


Even Mycroft Holmes would draw the line at that. With India in turmoil after successive mutinies against Dracula’s viceroys – the atrocious Sir Francis Varney, the ruthless Hymber Masters, the disgusting Lionel Roach – Black Ocean might even consider the sub-continent achievable territory. Like the British, the Chinese and the Russians, the Japanese drink tea… tea-drinkers always thirst for empire. Even bloodsuckers are less rapacious. Blessed with time, we care less for space. We don’t even own our graves. Except Dracula, of course. He wishes to be King of Space and Lord of Time. Which is why I have sailed to a hemisphere where he holds little sway.


Higurashi was sizing us up. That was why he had come aboard. Not to talk, but to pass judgement.


After tiresome debate between Christina and me, with Kostaki grunting every half hour or so, we had decided all three of us should meet the Emperor’s man. The Princess tactfully ventured that it might be best to keep Kostaki in the shadows, ‘for he is the kind of vampire the Japanese would take fright at’. She allowed that I present ‘at least an unthreatening face’. She was confident her own charm would carry the day, as it has so often before.


In the event, Christina found it impossible to fluence Higurashi. Exercise of a power of fascination entails first getting a person’s attention and the Baron affected not to notice her. It’s as well she relented and let Kostaki on deck with us. Otherwise, the emissary might have treated us as invisible, inaudible gnats, and waved us into insignificance with a hand flap.


Still, the former Carpathian Guardsman kept quiet.


There seemed nothing more to be said. I wondered about Indo-China, Madagascar or East Africa. Could the Macedonia survive another ocean crossing?


From inside his coat, Kostaki took a large white handkerchief. He used his left hand, leaving his right on his sword.


The gesture caught Higurashi’s eye the way all the Princess’s smiles, moues, coughs, flutters and sparkles had not. The Baron stared at the flapping cloth.


Kostaki handed the handkerchief to Christina and stood well back. Higurashi faced him.


The Carpathian and the Japanese shared no spoken language, but understood each other. I didn’t try to intervene.


The bay was calm, but the deck still shifted a little. I am now so used to sea voyaging that I seldom notice the motion. The breeze rippled the handkerchief.


Warm men might feel the winter cold. Higurashi’s breath frosted. Kostaki’s did not.


‘Heh, mateys, look,’ said Captain Larsen, who had kept an eye on our conclave from his wheelhouse.


The crew paid attention. I’ve been treating their gashes and bruises, resisting the temptation to lick a welling cut for fear of a marlinspike through the heart. Few would sail on the Macedonia if they could get berths on less cursed ships. Now, the sour lot were an audience for… what? A duel?


Higurashi and Kostaki closed their hands around sword-hilts. Their elbows kinked and their shoulders angled.


Christina held up the handkerchief, which streamed like a ribbon.


Were we declaring war on Japan?


Christina let the handkerchief go. It flew away.


Quicker than the human – quicker than the vampire – eye can register, Higurashi and Kostaki drew swords. The shiver of steel sliding from scabbards set my nerves on edge. I felt it in my sharp teeth, and the salt tang of blood from my gums…


They struck poses.


The point of the Baron’s sabre dimpled the Carpathian’s coat, over the heart.


The edge of Kostaki’s carrack rested against the inside of Higurashi’s thigh.


They stood like a stage tableau. Christina was puzzled. She knows what a thrust to the heart means to a vampire, but not what the severing of the profunda femoris artery is to a warm man.


It always surprises me that people who live off human blood don’t trouble to learn more anatomy. As a warm girl, I was apprenticed to my father, a battlefield surgeon in the service of the Dauphin. I had enough schooling in the ways men bleed and die before I turned vampire. I’ve had centuries to keep up to date with fatal wounds and how they are inflicted.


The duellists stepped back and sheathed swords.


I knew now the real reason why Higurashi brought a German sabre. It is silver-plated. Since there are (by imperial decree) no vampires in Japan, few local swordsmiths manufacture weapons to kill us. So they must be imported. I’m not surprised silver bullets and swords reached Japan before we did. The best vampire-killing implements are made in Sheffield, with Dracula’s mark stamped on them. British arms are bought around the world.


Higurashi and Kostaki each had the measure of the other. In the Ittõryũ style – the duel of the single stroke – they were at stalemate, and neither would survive. They did not need to press the matter further.


‘What is this silliness?’ Christina asked.


‘It’s been settled,’ I told her.


‘You may come ashore,’ said Baron Higurashi, in English. ‘But you will be permitted only in a certain district.’
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BEFORE DRACULA


As the curtain falls on the nineteenth century, memoirists and historians will fall over each other to chronicle the last fifteen turbulent years. I do not expect to join them in print. Sergeant Dravot will ensure this notebook finds its way to you, Charles. Once you have read it, and removed certain personal pages of no interest to anyone but ourselves, you will deliver it to Mycroft Holmes – who will secure it in his private files. Consider it a report. Intelligence, collected by the Diogenes Club.


To be used against our great enemy.


In filling pages unused by the late Dr Doskil, I shall become an imitator of journal-keeping Jonathan and letter-writing Mina in Bram Stoker’s strange half-novel. No longer welcome in Fleet Street, Kate Reed writes for the underground press – pamphlets printed off in East End basements, distributed by inky-fingered children. Jack Seward muttered into his dictagraph till the end. Mycroft, like Jonathan Harker, uses a shorthand of his own devising. If posterity needs to know what is in his diaries, only his clever brother will be able to crack the cipher. Everyone who takes part in the dance around Dracula becomes an author, lettriste or diarist – except the Crown Prince. He dictates telegrams or scratches curt notes signed with a bold D. Until he mesmerises G.A. Henty or Marie Corelli into transcribing his yarns of foes impaled and ladies loved, we won’t have Dracula’s side of his story.


I shall try to be truthful, at least as I remember the truth.


Charles, I concede I have been a poor correspondent, but neither of us have recently had fixed addresses. I don’t even know if you are in England. I hope you aren’t, though it’s ridiculous to ask you to be somewhere safe. For us, there is no such place. Even if there were, you wouldn’t be there. We’re lucky not to be in unmarked graves or Devil’s Dyke. I can scarcely complain that life ‘on the run’ hampers maintenance of a social calendar. Murder brought us together. Murderers keep us apart.


The only picture I have of you is on the ‘wanted’ poster issued by Special Branch. I keep it folded in this log as a place-mark. They use a studio portrait taken on the occasion of one of your engagements. You are handsome, if stiff. A photographer’s brace pinches your neck. A sliver of Penelope’s shoulder edges in. Or is it Pamela? Penelope, I think. I discern incipient irritation. That’s it for Penelope, as usual: cut out of the picture. I trust she remains an ornament of night society, prospering all the more for being thoroughly disengaged from you. Also, I hope you’ve altered your appearance since the photograph was taken. Caleb Croft won’t forget your face. I’d regret the loss of your whiskers less than I should the loss of your head.


As for the picture on my wanted poster… I don’t recognise myself. In photographs, as in mirrors, I show as a wedge of fog – so I am a problem sitter. Who did the sketch of me? Some lightning-fast scribbler who specialises in studies of brazen baggages in the dock for the Police Gazette. He makes me look a perfect horror. For all I know, it’s a fair likeness.


This – written in quiet moments between crises – is the story of my wandering.


Like every story in this age and in all the years to come, it is about Dracula.


He is a meteorite, fallen from the sky. A rock, tossed into a pond. Arriving in England, he made a splash. Ripples will radiate for all time. Everyone and everything will be affected. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, a volcano erupted in the Indian Ocean and robbed Europe of a summer. As the century ends, the Vampire Ascendancy has clouded the world. Even Japan.


* * *


Will historians of the future reset the calendar, marking 1885 as the Year Nought, Anno Dracula?


I was in Paris, relearning medicine from first principles for the sixth time. For any professional, an extended lifetime mandates periodic returns to the well of knowledge. One generation’s forward-thinking genius is the next century’s hidebound dunce. Before Lister and Pasteur, doctors didn’t wash their hands before surgery or after autopsy – as efficient a means of horribly killing patients as Dracula could conceive.


Unlike France’s first women doctors, I didn’t need permission from a husband to study medicine. But, in the years before Dracula, a convincing recent past was required for any official undertaking. In my long experience, it was simple enough to find people to pose as husbands, parents or children – human furniture for the imaginary houses vampires had to build.


Less fastidious bloodsuckers enslaved coteries of the warm, dressing them up and parading them like marionettes. Van Helsing said Dracula had a ‘child-brain’. An acute insight. Many of the Prince’s bloodline suffer from the condition. Vampires who play ringmaster and stock life-sized toy circuses. You know the ones. Emil Mitterhouse or J.C. Cooger – never-grown-up elders with motley retinues of hunchbacks, dwarves, pretty girl acrobats, gypsy riders, kohl-eyed harlots, strongmen and clowns.


Skills I learned – which all vampires before the modern age had to learn – are now obsolete. Banished by a wave of Dracula’s sword.


Expensive forged documents represented me as a studious girl born in Rennes who had spent most of her (short) life in Martinique. If introduced to anyone who knew the Antilles, why – we lived on the other side of the island and seldom got into Fort-de-France. I couldn’t recollect any notable people or places an amiable conversationalist might bring up. If pressed on my evasiveness, I sadly owned that my father was one of those gone-to-seed colonial drunks you’d steer clear of. Having painted pasteboard Papa as a useless (if kindly) sot, I callously killed him off – leaving me all alone in the world, and determined to put those sad years behind me. Oh, and thank you for noticing my unburnt complexion. Brown as a nut in the tropics, I faded on the voyage over. Complaining of the cold and damp, I managed a shiver that would register in the upper circle.


Remember, we vampires had to dissemble habitually, instinctively, without thinking of lies as lies. Those who now call me excessively blunt – and don’t deny you’re one of them, Charles – can’t understand the relief of not having to go through such rigmarole every night of your life.


Yes, I have – in a roundabout way – said something good for Dracula.


I was used to telling lies within lies within lies. Sometimes, I was tripped by details. You’d not believe how many in Paris know Martinique as well as Montmartre and ache to share reminiscences. More rarely, I had the misfortune to run into someone with a nose for bad fish. Nurses, policemen and concierges cultivate a near-occult sense of when they’re being told untruths. My stratagem was to be taken for an absconding daughter, mistress or wife. My unwomanly pursuit of medical education made it a likely story that I was disowned by a shocked provincial family. At least two of my fellow woman students were in exactly those circumstances. I reluctantly avoided their society, lest some notion of sisterhood prompt confidences I couldn’t comfortably reciprocate.


If all this sounds complicated, consider that enrolling in the University of France without having to crop my hair and pose as a man was a refreshing nineteenth-century novelty. Last time round, I had to fight silly duels and bounce barmaids on my knee with the other young blades – trusting to spirit gum that my moustache didn’t come off at an unfortunate moment.


My plan was to qualify as a doctor and become a médecin légiste in the coroner’s office. For me, it always comes back to doctoring and crime. It is my impish reaction to what I am. Vampires are so often considered sick or criminal – or sick criminals – that it’s in my interest to define those categories. The sick can be cured. Criminals should be punished. Neither solution will do for me. Both have been tried.


While other students attended the grumbling sick in charity wards and dreamed of specialising in the ailments of wealthy widows, I was a ghoul. Do not be appalled. I didn’t sink to drinking the blood of the dead. That vile practice doesn’t slake red thirst and turns the brain to rot. In Paris, les goules are students who work at the morgue on Île de la Cité. I assisted at autopsies and learned much about criminal investigation. Another science that has advanced in leaps and bounds in recent decades.


Captain of the ghouls was Nicolas Cerral, a humorous sport. He was forever sticking out severed arms (and legs) in the hope of duping civilians into ‘shaking hands’. His other prize joke was to land me with the weightiest corpses to lug from slab to gurney and back. Maintaining my disguise as a warm and feeble woman, I had to make the task seem a titanic struggle. Cerral and my fellow ghouls (all men) had many fine chuckles out of me as I made a show of dropping a sewn-up indigent so stitches parted and innards spilled – then scooping moist organs up to pack back into body cavities. The ghouls roared at that. They’d not find me so amusing now.


It is also a relief, after centuries of pretending, to abandon such charades. I wish I could go back and play again all those games of tennis I contrived to lose with pluck and grace.


As a woman medical student, I was a novelty but not unique. As the sole girl ghoul, I was expected to be peculiar. Convenient distractions from strangenesses entailed by the Other Thing About Me.


If anyone asked, I said I was twenty-two. My tutors and other students all thought I was lying, which of course I was. Being considered a child was another innovation. Not so long ago, an unmarried sixteen-year-old was an old maid. I dressed severely to avoid being taken for a lost little girl by kindly passers-by or opportunist rogues. The ghoul uniform of mop cap, stained apron, hobnailed boots and scarf warded off those who would pet and pat and cluck and coo if I wore bonnet, pinafore and ribbons.


Everyone who visited the morgue complained of the cold, so I had to remember my fingers and toes were supposed to be frozen. All that stone, all that ice, all those dead. Even the ghoul Prince Cerral wrapped up in furs. The coroner only went mittenless when using a scalpel. I can’t remember feeling cold or being blind in the dark. Walking barefoot in snow is no discomfort, but going outside on a sunny day is like being doused in fire ants. I amassed a collection of broad-brimmed hats, English umbrellas and smoked glasses.


Other students crammed into digs with comical landladies or lodged with relatives. I impoverished myself buying a small house near the morgue, and of necessity lived alone in it. My reputation for standoffishness grew as I avoided receiving visitors. Vampires do not have homes. We have lairs, roosts, boltholes, coffins. I could not let anyone cross my threshold and wonder about the lack of mirrors, the peculiarly stocked larder or the seldom used (for any purpose) bed.


It was perhaps a ghost of a life. But it was mine, and I was prepared to live it.


In his castle in Transylvania, Count Dracula – as he then called himself – was poring over estate agents’ brochures and travel timetables.


In his child-brain was a notion that it might be jolly fun to be an Englishman.
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YOKAI TOWN, DECEMBER 7, 1899


A mangy dog trotted down the middle of the cracked street, a severed human hand clamped between its jaws.


‘Welcome to Yōkai Town,’ said Christina.


She put her parasol between her and the unpleasant sight. The princess is a parasol-after-dark sort of woman.


A ragged, squawking fellow in a striped robe ran after the mongrel, bloody rag wound round his leaking wrist stump. He was tengu, a bloodline with avian traits – mouth and nose fused into a pushed-out beak, feathery hair clipped into a topknot. His sandals flapped against talons.


My red thirst rose. Even tengu blood draws my fangs. I must feed soon.


‘Nice doggie,’ said Drusilla. ‘Can we keep him?’


‘No dear,’ said Christina. ‘You don’t know where he’s been.’


Drusilla Zark is a friend of Christina’s. A splash of deep purple to set off shining light. More pet than friend, really. The sort who sometimes give their owner nasty nips. Huge-eyed, black-haired and angular, she wears her corset outside her chemise – a fashion she might have invented. Other slender vampires copy her, cinching unneeded foundation garments as if whalebone were armour plate. She also favours useless hats that have to be pinned to the hair – miniature replicas of what they were wearing in 1860. She might always have been doolally but earned a good living as a psychic medium before the Ascendancy. More like a music hall turn than an oracle. She goes cross-eyed when she has ‘visions’. Her whispery accent is half-cockney, half-posh, all-witchy. Having hurt unimportant people in England, she boarded the Macedonia to evade the Commissioners in Lunacy. Her story changes every time it’s told and she never gets to the end – though she’s deathly afraid of a man called Becker who wants to lock her up in Bedlam.


The dog trotted into an alley, pursued by the mutilated bird-man. After a noisy fight, the tengu strode onto the street, bloody-beaked and triumphant. He screwed his hand back on and flexed empurpled horn-tipped fingers. The dog whined, cheated of a meat supper. The tengu noticed us – and was startled. He bowed, yapped and backed away. Then, with a gait like a flightless bird trying to take wing, he ran headlong into the fog.


Some of our party may be fearsome, but the local wasn’t reacting to foreign devils. He turned tail feathers and hopped off the way he came because he caught sight of Lieutenant Majin. So he is more afraid of the blandly handsome, big-chinned officer than whoever cut off his hand and fed it to a dog. I don’t have to be a psychic medium to interpret that as a terrible omen.


Majin isn’t so much our native guide in Yōkai Town as our overseer. He conducts himself like chief warden of a prison camp – which might be uncomfortably close to the truth. We are guests of a ruler who insists no vampires number among his subjects. This district is where Tokyo keeps creatures which, by imperial decree, do not exist. Drusilla might have fared better in Bedlam.


We passed through an impressive gate to get here. A thirty-foot-tall statue stands guard inside Yōkai Town. The snarling green-painted warrior isn’t a decorative feature, but a man-shaped fortress. Its eyes and mouth – and the eyes and mouth of its demon-faced belt buckle – are rifle slits. Black Ocean banners and the Japanese flag fly from its shoulders. A poem inscribed at its base might read: ‘Give me your poor, your tired, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free… and I will lock them up, and – if they dare to complain – rain fire and arrows upon them.’


The boundaries of Yōkai Town are marked by newly built walls topped with broken glass and sacred statues. These block old roads, cut parks in half and stand taller than most buildings. Non-anthropomorphic watchtowers, manned by riflemen, bristle with yellow parchments inscribed with red characters. O-fuda – spells of prohibition and confinement. Charms as potent as Van Helsing’s wreaths of wolfsbane and garlic. Effective in conjunction with walls, towers, guns and silver.


Thick fog hangs perpetually over this shabby, desolate place. Not green-yellow London pea soup, but grey-white salty mist. Locals wade through the murk like fish in muddy water. Brute hulking whales leave obvious swirling wakes. Slim, sly eels slither without stirring eddies. I sensed curious things out there. Spying, circling, testing.


Twin bursts of fire, about the size of footballs, whooshed overhead, streaming flames like ribbons. Chortling with delight, Drusilla hopped like a jiang shi to try and catch one. Christina was also mesmerised by the fire elemental. She glowed like a gas lamp. In the fog, her light is sickly. Like many of us after the long voyage, she hasn’t got her land legs back yet.


This is the old Edo waterfront, abandoned to monsters when the outward-looking Emperor opened Tokyo’s deep-water docks to international commerce. Only ghost ships are welcome now. Yōkai Town extends into the Arakawa River on platforms, forming an unsteady, expanding archipelago of artificial islands. Boats at permanent berth are homes, restaurants and government offices. Masts of sunken ships are telegraph poles. Some gambling hells, shebeens and bawdy houses have underwater entrances. Racks of flippers, snorkels and masks (some elaborately decorated) can be hired. Steel mesh submarine nets keep swimming creatures from reaching the open sea. The waters beyond are seeded with mines. The message is that we should stay put.


Ashore, buildings are ill-repaired and amenities meagre. Lanterns hang at irregular intervals. Few manage to stay lit. I swear I saw one lamp roll a large green eye.


Most of us are in coffins, stacked on carts. Kostaki awakened a few vampires to help remove our party from the Macedonia to Yōkai Town. Naturally, he picked Danny Dravot, a born non-commissioned officer, to get the job done. Not so long ago, a Carpathian Guardsman would have killed an agent of the Diogenes Club on sight. Dravot once shot Kostaki. The silver bullet was never properly extracted and the Captain limps slightly. Far from their old messes, the pair have become comrades-in-arms and brothers-in-blood. They enjoy masculine, soldiery gossip – talking easily of battles, horses, sport and barmaids – but go quiet if I catch them at it. Kostaki and Dravot have practical skills from archery to forgery, from mountaineering to map-making. They can ‘pick up the lingo’ and pass as a native. I’d rely on them in a sortie against the odds or an escape from deep dungeons. But they don’t know how to talk to women who aren’t serving beer or baring throats to be bled.


A paradox of looking the way I do and being the age I am is that I am simultaneously an elderly schoolmistress who wouldn’t understand the joke if it were spelled out and a little girl who needs to be wrapped in cotton wool to protect her from the wicked world. Many women who aren’t four hundred and eighty-three share this vexing experience.


You, Charles, are a man in several lifetimes. If I ever took you for granted, know that I regret it now.


I miss conversation, warmth and intimacy. Most of all, I miss blood freely given. As a vampire at large, I will not steal or coerce, so must buy or beg. Hunting rats is less wretched than grubby, guilt-making transactions.


The society of my own sex is no comfort. Christina insisted on uncrating Drusilla to have someone to talk to who isn’t me. When not treating her as a lapdog or an errant child, the Princess uses Dru like miners use canaries. If her head explodes, we’ll know we’re in a bad place. Which we know already. We are always in a bad place. London is a bad place. The Macedonia is a bad place.


Yōkai Town is a home away from home.


* * *


After issuing the Emperor’s qualified permission to come ashore, Higurashi abandoned us. A tug guided the Macedonia to a quay where Lieutenant Majin awaited. A crew of roughs were ready to pile coffins onto ox-carts. Their foreman – a lantern-jawed, pigtailed giant named Kannuki – might technically qualify as yōkai. Majin directed the dockworkers but wouldn’t look any of us in the eye.


‘That man’s hands are alive,’ said Dru, meaning the Lieutenant. ‘More than the rest of him.’


‘Yes, dear, I’m sure,’ said Christina. ‘You’ll feel better after a nap.’


The Princess likes to have Drusilla around, but never listens to her. I’ve learned to pay more attention. Dru’s piffle often makes horrible sense in retrospect. Perhaps she clearly foresees the future but suffers what Jack Seward called ‘a mental block’ and is incapable of saying straight out what disaster we should expect. The meaning of her topsy-turvy rambling only becomes apparent when it’s too late.


If canaries could serve miners the same way, I bet they would.


‘O willow, tit-willow, tit-willow,’ she trilled.


Maybe she knew I was thinking of canaries. Maybe being in Japan reminded her of The Mikado. Or maybe she just couldn’t get the tune out of her head.


Dru could mean something or nothing – trying to parse what she says is a waste of time, though people around her feel compelled to try. I think she isn’t as mad as we take her for. She also has the trick of making people do what she wants, in a round-the-back-of-the-houses sort of way – not through force of will, but by tapping nerves with a mallet to elicit a reflex. Then she smiles to herself and changes the subject.


She had made me think about Lieutenant Majin’s white gloves.


They make his hands seem huge. They shine, like Christina’s skin when her blood is up. The five-pointed stars embroidered in red thread on the backs aren’t standard Imperial Japanese Army uniform. These symbols (seiman) resemble European black magic pentagrams but relate to the Japanese occult discipline of onmyōdō. Traditionally, masters of the practice (onmyoji) can summon demons (oni) and bend them to their will. Proscribed as superstition by the Emperor, the craft still has followers. Evidently, the Lieutenant fancies himself a sorcerer.


Majin isn’t a name but a title. Not a reassuring one. Demon Man.


Despite lowly official rank, Majin is a considerable person in Yōkai Town. I knew it even before he scared off the tengu. That Dru has blurry insights about him confirms his high standing.


His pristine sky-blue uniform cape – combined with the gloves – give him the look of a stage conjurer. His gestures are precise, but forceful. He wears a shiny-peaked uniform cap low so his eyes glint in its shade. His boots are polished like leather mirrors. He is used to command. A true onmyoji commands more than men.


I mentioned the thing about him not looking at us.


‘It’s not that,’ said Dru. ‘He doesn’t want us to look at him.’


Naturally, after that, Christina and I stared at Majin. If he noticed – and I’m sure he did – he didn’t return the favour.


‘That mousey girl should mind her Ps and Qs,’ said Dru. ‘Or she shan’t have any jam for supper.’


There was no mousey girl. Christina and I exchanged shrugs.


‘Just because you can’t see her yet doesn’t mean she’s not important to the story,’ said Dru. ‘You should never forget the School Mouse.’


‘Yes, dear,’ said Christina.


Dru started humming ‘Tit-Willow’ again.


I appreciate that, in the context of comic opera, execution can have an amusing side – hence all those songs about heads being chopped off and punishments fitting the crime. ‘That singular anomaly, the vampire bicyclist – I’ve got her on the list, I’m sure she’ll not be missed.’ But why The Mikado includes a sentimental ditty about suicide is a mystery to me. I am told you have to be English to understand Gilbert and Sullivan, Punch and Judy, and cricket.


The Lieutenant walked ahead of the procession of ox-carts like the man with a red flag preceding an automobile. Higurashi had said accommodations would be found for our party in Yōkai Town. I trusted he didn’t mean a cemetery.


While Majin’s attention was on our coffins, Kostaki sent scouts into the fog with orders to whistle if we were being led into an ambush. Our spies are Mr Yam, as outlandish here as in London, and Marit Verlaine, an expressionless woman who keeps her cards close to her chest. Kostaki still thinks like a soldier, which is just as well. He’s a good judge of character. Yam, an assassin, and Verlaine, a mercenary, are about the only ones of our party I’d trust after a long dry spell. Most of us would abandon the mission and hare off in search of warm blood. Red thirst makes vampires selfish, small-minded – and easy to gull, catch and kill. It’s a reason why, before Dracula, we never really accomplished anything as a species. Too intent on our next feeding to find common cause, we don’t much care for each other’s company. Wolves are pack animals. Vampires are not.


Yam and Verlaine are as thirsty as the rest of us, but are professionals. No one wants to hire an unreliable mercenary. Like me, they earn their living by inflicting the kind of harm on people that means I’ll never be short of work. Although I suspect their opponents need burying more often than doctoring.


How many silvered swords are there in Tokyo? How many cases of silver bullets?


Majin led us along a thoroughfare, broad enough so the fog made buildings on both sides indistinct. We were watched every step of the way. Shapes and eyes behind screens and in shadows. Aside from the tengu, who had a pressing reason to show himself, the streets were empty. The inhabitants of Yōkai Town kept out of Majin’s way – and ours.


‘What does yōkai mean?’ asked Whelpdale, a newborn vampire.


‘Among other things, us,’ I said. ‘Yōkai can be translated as “monster”, “ghost”, “goblin” or “apparition”.’


‘And this is their town?’


‘It’s a polite Japanese way of saying ghetto.’


‘I suspicioned as much, Miss Doodydunny,’ said Whelpdale. ‘I knows a rookery when I sees one. Look at this how’s yer father. No life to it at all. We’ll run the place inside a week, mark my words and no mistake.’


In London, Whelpdale – a lesser light of the book trade – got on the wrong side of Special Branch by printing an obscene illustrated pamphlet entitled The Private Memoirs of Prince Dracula. He didn’t write the smut himself. The author was his brother-in-law, a warm sharpie too slippery to be taken into custody. As publisher of record, Whelpdale was convicted of seditious libel – a capital offence if you libelled Dracula, seditiously or otherwise. Exercising newfound vampire flexibility, he squeezed between the bars of Pentonville Prison, breaking bones that healed within moments, and fled as far as he could. He was still floppy and stretched out of shape.
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