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PRELUDE: THE EMBRACE

I am rather inclined to believe that this is the land God gave to Caine.

—Jacques Cartier, La Premiere Relation

1851, San Francisco’s Golden Gate…

On a moonless night six men crouched in a wooden longboat hidden along the shore. Straining their eyes against the darkness, they tried to peer through the thickening fog, watching the entrance to the harbor, waiting for a ship coming in with the tide.

“I see it,” said Morgan, the tall black man, stripped to the waist despite the cold night air. “She’s moving slow. Most of her sails are down.”

The leader of the crew, an Irishman named Sullivan, had also spotted the ship and noted it barely moving in the stream.

“Do you see any crew?” Sullivan asked Morgan, scratching at the stubble of his red beard.

“Nothin’,” said Morgan.

“Neither do I,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Silently the longboat slipped from shore and the crew dipped their oars, quietly stroking out toward the unnaturally quiet ship.

“Douse the lights,” Sullivan ordered. One of the men threw a lit cigar into the sea.

“Still nothin’,” said Morgan as they slid in closer. “No one on deck.”

“Plague ship!” hissed one of the men. There was a stir among the crew.

“It ain’t no fuckin’ plague ship,” spit Sullivan. “Somebody steered her in.”

Still, as they drew alongside they saw no movement on deck, heard no sounds from below.

“I don’t like the looks of this,” said the bearded, black-haired man who had suggested the danger of plague. “Let’s leave this one alone.”

“No chance,” said Sullivan. “I’ve got a captain looking to get out of the harbor tomorrow and he needs a crew. This bunch should fill the bill.”

The men were crimps—agents providing crews for ships outward bound from booming San Francisco harbor. California’s Gold Rush was in full swing and ships pouring into the harbor found it difficult to board a crew to get back out; most able-bodied men were headed for the goldfields. Enterprising crimps—like Sullivan—met incoming ships at the Golden Gate and lured the crews off, promising drink, women, and drugs, forcing the captains to pay them off—sometimes at gunpoint—before rowing the crew ashore and leaving the ship adrift. As soon as the crimps had fleeced the sailors of all their money and gotten them into debt, they forced them to sign aboard the next outgoing ship. In times of greatest shortage, Sullivan simply drugged the sailors, robbed them, then sold them to the highest bidder, all in a matter of a few hours. Sullivan had been a sailor himself, so he was familiar with the trade.

Morgan in the lead, the crew quietly climbed up the side of the silent brigantine and over the rail. Although the ship looked in order, it seemed abandoned—a derelict. The only sounds were the lapping of the waves and the bumping of the longboat against the ship’s hull.

“Look here!” shouted one of the men from the aft of the ship. “I found something.”

A dead sailor was lashed to the wheel.

“I told it you it was plague,” said the bearded man.

“This is no plague,” said Morgan, grabbing the corpse by the hair and turning back its head. “Look.”

The man’s throat was torn open.

“Somebody killed him,” the man said.

“It looks like it was done by some wild animal,” said another member of the crew.

No one mentioned the lack of blood around the body or the deck, despite the pale, ghostlike appearance of the corpse.

“Go forward and check the crew’s cabin,” Sullivan ordered the black-haired man. “Morgan and I will check the officers’ quarters.”

Carrying a lantern, Sullivan went down first, descending the narrow ladder to the passageway. Morgan followed behind, pistol drawn, eyes wary. “What do you think’s goin’ on?” he asked Sullivan, softly.

“Beats me. Unless someone else got here first and already took the crew.”

It was not unknown for even captains to jump ship for the goldfields, but the murdered sailor at the wheel suggested otherwise.

“Look,” said Sullivan, holding a lantern through the doorway of the narrow mates’ cabin.

They saw another corpse, like the first, its throat torn out. It had been dead awhile longer—at least a few days—but instead of being rotted and bloated, the body looked dried and withered—like a mummy’s.

“I don’t like the look of this thing,” muttered Morgan. “Or the smell,” he added, sniffing at the air.

A strange odor hung in the air: spicy, like incense, but it only masked another smell—a pervasive stench of corruption and decay.

“Sullivan, I think we should forget this one,” Morgan said.

Those were the last words he ever spoke. As Sullivan backed out of the cabin, he saw something dark drop down the ladder to fall straight onto Morgan’s back. The black man shouted, grabbed at his attacker, then fell to the deck as a small Oriental man atop him twisted Morgan’s head back and sank his teeth into his throat.

Sullivan moved to help his friend, but was thrown violently back against the wall by an invisible force. He tried to get up but couldn’t. Paralyzed, he watched helplessly as the door to the captain’s cabin at the far end of the passage banged open and a creature—a beautiful Oriental woman clad in silk robes of red and green—glided smoothly toward him out of the darkness.

Again, Sullivan tried to rise, but to no avail. He watched helplessly as the beautiful woman bent toward him, parting her lips, revealing small, perfectly formed white teeth. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his friend, Morgan, sprawled on the deck, the Oriental still crouching over him, now lapping noisily at the blood pouring from the fallen man’s throat.

Then the woman was upon him. The last thing Sullivan remembered was her liquid green eyes and a sharp, stabbing pain in his neck.
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Sullivan awoke later to find himself in the captain’s cabin. Sitting weakly on the deck, propped against the wall, he scanned the room. A lantern burned on the desk, illuminating three people talking furtively among themselves on the other side of the cabin. The woman was there, as well as the small man who had jumped Morgan. The third was also Chinese—a tall cadaverous figure dressed all in red. They were arguing, discussing something in what sounded like Chinese. Movement beside him caught his attention. He looked over to find himself staring into the sightless eyes of a corpse—the bloodless body of the ship’s captain—hanging by its heels from the overhead. Gently, it swung back and forth with the easy rolling of the ship.

God in heaven, Sullivan thought to himself. What have I fallen into?

The three ended their conversation, the woman turning and walking back toward Sullivan while the two men busied themselves opening a hatch in the cabin floor. Sullivan tried to pull away from the woman, pressing himself against the wall in an effort to elude her, but there was nowhere to go. Seeing his distress, she attempted to calm him, kneeling down next to him, gently stroking his brow.

He quailed at her touch, pulling away, croaking. “My crew? Where’s my crew.”

“They be fine.” she assured him in uncomfortable, stilted English. “We taken care of them.”

Meanwhile, the two men had managed to open the hatch and were now standing over the opening, looking down into the dark hold. The tall, cadaverous man stomped his foot on the planked deck, then spoke something in Chinese. The two peered into the hold again, watching, while the woman continued to smooth Sullivan’s brow with her cool, ivory hands, but she, too, kept her attention on the opening.

The cadaverous man spoke again, and Sullivan felt something shift deep in the ship’s belly, as though in response, then the vessel rolled slightly to port. Again, the cadaverous man spoke and again the ship creaked and pitched as whatever was in the hold began moving aft, toward the opening. Sullivan heard wood creak as whatever it was set foot on the ladder below and then a nauseous odor poured up from the hold, wafting over him, making him gag. He squirmed vainly, tried to cry out, then fell silent as the woman passed her hands down over his face and he fell unconscious.


PART I

Blood Puppets

 


1

If this is the best of all possible worlds, what are the others like?

—Voltaire, Candide

At three o’clock in the morning there were few to witness the blond-haired woman in a miniskirt running down the foggy, nearly deserted streets of San Francisco. White high heels clutched in one hand, the woman threw fearful glances over her shoulder as she raced down the sidewalk at full speed, pantyhose snagged and torn, skirt riding up her thighs.

Kathy knew she should never have come to this part of town at night. It was too dangerous. But she couldn’t keep herself from taking the risk. She’d needed a fix and couldn’t wait for her pimp to show up. The only connection she had aside from Terry lived in this part of town. The risk was necessary.

At Taylor Street she turned left and headed down the steep slope of lower Nob Hill, toward the Theater District and the Tenderloin beyond. She glanced back before ducking around the corner and caught sight of her pursuer when he appeared at the other end of the block. The man spotted her, ran toward her, and Kathy took off like a rabbit. The malevolent, dark-clad figure came after her, increasing his pace, a shadow moving down the street, footfalls silent as night.

Nearing Geary, Kathy spotted the narrow alley leading to Trader Vic’s. Exhausted, she dodged across the street and disappeared into the darkness.

The alley was L-shaped, turning left in front of Vic’s to open on Geary to the south. The club was closed this time of night and Kathy noticed the row of garbage cans lined up in front: a place to hide.

She listened, heard nothing. There was no sound of her pursuer. Carefully watching Mason Street, she backed toward the garbage cans, sliding quietly down the wall. At the corner of the alley she had to make a break across open ground to reach the garbage cans, but before making the dash she peered around the corner for a quick look down the alley leading to Geary.

From nowhere the dark-clad man rose up out of the alley’s shadows, right in front of her. His face glowed an unearthly pale in the dim streetlights: gaunt, rough, and with the stubble of a red beard.

“Sullivan!” she gasped.

Grabbing her by the throat, the man hurled her against the brick wall. She bounced off, was caught by the shoulders, and slammed back again.

“Owwww!” Kathy wailed.

“Shut up,” Sullivan said, slapping her lightly, then grabbing her chin in his big hand, turning her face up toward him, pinching her jaw, twisting her head.

“I’ve been looking for you,” he told her. “Where the hell you been?”

“I quit,” she said. “I’m out of the fuckin’ business.”

“Like hell you are,” he said, grabbing at the purse she wore over her shoulder.

She tried to keep him away from it but couldn’t. He snatched it away.

“What’s in here?” he demanded, tearing the purse open and rummaging through the contents, tossing stuff out on the ground: cosmetics, Kleenex, a dried-up ballpoint, a tiny envelope with a small amount of heroin, and a handful of rubbers.

“What are these for, then?” he asked, shaking some of the sealed prophylactics in her face.

She didn’t answer.

“Who ya workin’ for?” he demanded, taking her by the shoulder and shaking her.

“No one,” she protested, squirming in his grip. “Goddamn you, Sullivan, let me go.”

She kicked out at him, but he dodged her. With almost no effort he mashed her back into the wall, holding her so she couldn’t get away.

“Owww,” she whimpered.

A strange voice rang out from the far end of the alley. “What the fuck is going on here?” It was a tall black man, almost bigger than Sullivan.

Sullivan ignored him.

Receiving no answer, the stranger repeated himself. “I said, ‘what the fuck are you doin’?” he demanded.

“None of your business,” he snarled back, keeping his grip on Kathy’s shoulder but turning to face the stranger. “Go on. Get the hell out of here.”

“Just let the lady go,” the stranger said, stepping forward, stooping quickly to snatch up a length of metal conduit.

The stranger meant business.

“Give her up, man,” he said.

Sullivan glared at the intruder, eyes burning like red coals in the darkness. He opened his mouth, revealing inch-long glistening fangs.

“Go!” Sullivan ordered.

With that, the black man dropped the pipe and fled.

Sullivan waited until his fangs retracted before turning back to face Kathy, still wriggling in his grasp.

“So, who is it?” he finally asked her.

“Terry,” she said wearily, going almost limp. The fight was out of her.

Terry was a human pimp working the territory west of Van Ness, bordering on Sullivan’s turf. Terry had been a thorn in Sullivan’s side for some time now and Sullivan longed to get rid of him, but he’d had trouble pinpointing where he lived—at least up till now.

“What’s his address?” he asked her.

“He’s got an apartment on the corner of Franklin and Sutter. Number twenty-three.”

Kathy no longer made any pretense of resistance. Sullivan released her. She’d worked for him now the better part of a year and knew all too well what he was like. She avoided meeting him as much as possible. Stories were told about this pimp, but she didn’t believe any of them.

“You’re working for me now, you hear?” Sullivan told her, watching as she hunted around on the ground for the contents of her purse. She didn’t respond.

“You hear?” he repeated, louder.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kathy said, picking up the last of her belongings.

“See Tran tomorrow. Get set up with him. Okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” Kathy was standing up now, arranging things in her purse. Still, she avoided looking at him.

Sullivan spotted a roll of bills peeking out of the handbag. Before she could stop him he snatched them away.

“Hey,” she protested. “Give that back. That’s mine!”

“Fuck you,” he told her, smiling.

He counted a little over a hundred dollars, then stuffed them in the front pocket of his jeans.

“Terry will kill me if I come home without that,” she whined.

“Fuck Terry too,” said Sullivan as he walked away. “You work for me now. See you tomorrow night.”

She watched him walk away.

“Cocksucker,” she swore after him, under her breath.
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January 10

In a dark place somewhere deep beneath Chinatown …

A tall, cadaverous Chinese dressed in red robes handed a smoldering brazier to the huge figure seated on a mound of silk cushions.

“It is prepared, Grandfather,” said the ghoul.

“Thank you, Chi.” the thing said, taking the brazier from his hands.

The Grandfather bent to inhale the fumes that rose from the glowing coals, the great wooden demon mask he wore tilting forward as he did so. The fumes entered his body, seeking his mind, opening doors across stretches of space and time.

“Grandfather?” a voice asked, from out of nowhere.

“Yes, my lord,” answered the masked figure, speaking out loud, though the owner of the voice was far away and the two could only hear one another in their minds. “I am here,” he said.

“We begin now, as we have planned. It is time for the Spaniard to take his leave,” the voice said.

“Yes, my lord. We must put an end to Delfonso before it is too late.”

“You have chosen your agent?”

“Yes. A childe of mine will do the job.”

“Sullivan?”

“He is my choice, my lord.”

“Good. Then it is done.”


2

The city is the teacher of the man.

—Simonides, a fragment

At night San Francisco’s infamous Tenderloin is Hell, and Sullivan is its keeper.

Lying in the lowlands at the foot of Nob Hill, the Tenderloin has been a “bad part” of town almost since the city’s earliest days. Stretching along the north side of Market Street, from the tourist-ridden cable car terminus at Powell west all the way to Civic Center Plaza, the five or six streets that make up this seedy, littered district are filled with adult theatres and porn outlets, and populated by drug pushers, whores, and criminals. Amidst this turmoil thousands of displaced Vietnamese and Laotian refugees try to raise their families. As in the past, San Francisco is still a popular point of entry for Asian immigrants.

Sullivan began his work each evening at sunset, after he had risen, descending from his haven in the Drake Inn on Pine Street, walking down the southern face of the steep hill for five blocks. Here, at the bottom of the hill, he policed the fetid world of the Tenderloin: keeping the whores in line, collecting his share of the take on drug deals, and making sure no poachers—human or Kindred— strayed into his territory.

He had bossed the Tenderloin since the neighborhood was rebuilt following the Great Earthquake and Fire of 1906. All those years he successfully kept the secret of his vampirism. Stories and rumors circulated about Sullivan, and though some of the oldest residents remembered him from years back, none seemed ready to guess the truth.

However, Sullivan did not own the Tenderloin, he was only its keeper. The territory actually belonged to Sullivan’s elder: the Grandfather of Chinatown, a secretive, Asian vampire who had dwelt in the city since the middle of the last century. Sullivan had once lived with the Grandfather—and the rest of the Family—in the underground warrens of Chinatown, but since taking over the Tenderloin in 1912 he had dwelt apart and alone. He daily turned over the lion’s share of the proceeds to the Family, but otherwise operated in a nearly autonomous fashion. Sullivan considered himself lord of his domain.

And Tran’s video store was his operating headquarters.

“Hello, boss.” Tran grinned when he saw Sullivan come through the door. “How’s tricks?”

Tran was a small, brown Vietnamese, owner of a tiny video rental store on O’Farrell Street.

“Same as usual,” Sullivan replied, disinterestedly examining the racks of X-rated videos displayed on the walls. “How’ve we done tonight?”

“A good night for business, boss, for sure.” Tran punched keys on the cash register, popping the drawer open. He withdrew a thick roll of bills and handed it over to Sullivan. “More than two grand already.”

Sullivan thumbed the money and grunted with satisfaction. He stuffed the wad into his pants pocket.

“You seen Kathy tonight?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Kathy? No, uh-uh. Why? Is she back working for us?”

“She’s supposed to be.”

“Nope.” Tran shook his head. “Haven’t seen her.”

Sullivan said nothing.

Tran spoke up. “Loo was in here earlier, looking for you,” he said.

At the sound of Loo’s name, Sullivan perked up. Loo was his “brother.”

“Why? Did he say what he wanted?” Sullivan asked. He was close to Loo, but saw him infrequently.

“Uh-uh,” Tran answered. “But he told me it was important and to make sure you got the message.”

“Okay. Did he say where to meet?”

“He said he’d been hanging out at Lori’s.”

“Got it,” Sullivan said.

Finished, ready to leave. Sullivan delayed, making a pretense of re-counting the money in his pocket. Growing impatient, he finally asked Tran outright.

“Are you hungry or what?”

Tran grinned. “Yes, thank you.”

He nodded.

As a ghoul, Tran required sustenance from his master, but, to Sullivan’s eternal exasperation, was far too polite to ask for himself, forcing Sullivan always to make the offer.

Locking the door and hanging up the “Closed” sign, Tran followed Sullivan into the back room. Seating himself in a chair, Sullivan rolled up his sleeve, exposing his forearm. Tran knelt before him, gently nipping the flesh with his teeth, and sucking up the life-giving blood that oozed from the vampire’s arm.
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Lori’s is an ersatz 1950s-style diner on Mason Street near Eddy intended to take advantage of the tourist trade spilling over from nearby Union Square. Open twenty-four hours, late at night Lori’s catered to some of the shadier denizens of the Tenderloin. Made of chrome and red Naugahyde, decorated with pictures of James Dean, Marilyn Monroe, and Brando in better years, it was the type of place that would appeal to Loo.

Another servant of the Grandfather, embraced in China several years before Sullivan met up with the Family. Loo had been taken at the young age of eighteen. Loo measured barely five feet tall, and because of a youthful face and unrelenting good humor, most people guessed him to be about fifteen years old. By contrast,

Sullivan stood over six feet tall and looked to be in his early thirties. Together the two made an odd pair.

Both were children of Kwon, the beautiful, green-eyed woman who first took Sullivan years ago on the death ship in the Golden Gate. She had alternately been mother and lover to both men, and they had once vied bitterly for her attention. The rivalry lasted until the earthquake of 1906, ending with Kwon’s death at the hands of a terror-stricken mob in Chinatown. After her death Sullivan and Loo became friends. With the source of their rivalry gone, all they shared was a common loss.

Standing across the street from the diner, Sullivan looked through the plate glass front windows of Lori’s, spotting Loo at a rear booth. A red ball cap turned backward on his head, feet up on the table to display his Nikes, Loo was chiding and kidding with the waitress who, in return, smiled brightly at the flirtation. Always up-to-date, Loo was dressed in the latest “housing project” styles, including the expensive shoes, pants shackled to the hips, and an electronic pager hung from his waist. A couple of decades ago he’d favored polyester leisure suits. Before that it was flowered shirts and love beads, in the fifties a ducktail and leather jacket, and in the thirties and forties the zoot suit.

But Loo’s looks were deceiving. Among other responsibilities, he controlled the numerous Asian gangs in Chinatown who did a booming business in drugs, weapons, fireworks, and the protection rackets. These gangs were descendants of the vicious Chinatown tongs of earlier days. Loo had played a large part in consolidating these tongs in the late nineteenth century, leading his own gang in street wars, fighting viciously with knives, revolvers, and hatchets.

Sullivan still dressed as he always had: jeans, boots, and a navy blue wool jacket—the clothes of the common sailor he’d been before becoming a vampire.

Spotting Sullivan coming through the door, Loo smiled and lifted his hand in greeting. Sullivan walked to the rear of the diner and sat down across from him, waving away the waitress, who returned to the table to take his order.

“What’s up?” was the first thing Sullivan said.

“The Grandfather has a job for you.”

Sullivan’s interest grew. He’d not had direct word from the Grandfather in several years.

“What sort of job?” he asked.

Loo leaned forward, lowering his voice and casting glances to either side.

“It’s time to take out our rival, Delfonso,” he said softly, smiling at Sullivan. He sat back again.

At first surprised, Sullivan decided it was really no surprise at all. The Grandfather and the Spaniard went back to the earliest days of San Francisco. Alternately rivals and partners, the two elder vampires had often been at odds with each other.

“Why now?” he asked.

“The Java King fuckup was the last straw,” Loo said. “We almost blew our whole arrangement with the Prince. He threatened to cancel our immigration sanction.”

The Grandfather and Delfonso had planned an incoming shipment of illegal Asians. Somehow, Delfonso had failed to make proper arrangements for the pickup at sea. The result was an unregistered freighter steaming right through the Golden Gate in the middle of the night and unloading several hundred half-starved immigrants at the Fort Mason docks before turning about and steaming back out to sea. The Coast Guard quickly captured the freighter but not before two or three hundred frightened Chinese were left running pell-mell through the streets of the city.

A major scandal erupted and there were calls from many of the city’s elder vampires to put a stop to these shipments. The Vampire Prince of San Francisco, Vannevar Thomas, had remained cool, despite the turmoil.

“Grandfather has convinced the Prince it was Delfonso’s fault,” Loo said. “Everyone knows how he’s been slipping the last few years.”

Delfonso was generally believed to be the city’s oldest undead resident, having arrived in the area with the first Spanish Mission in 1776. Although believed to be a quite powerful vampire, he had never shown the inclination to rule and had stepped aside when Vannevar Thomas arrived in the city in the mid-nineteenth century.

“So, what am I supposed to do?” Sullivan asked.

“Grandfather and Thomas want you to make like you’re interested in joining up with him. Tell Delfonso you want to leave the Family. Remember how he tried to lure you into his service in the thirties? Tell him you’ve reconsidered his offer.”

“Okay. I convince him I’ve changed my mind. Then what?”

“Try to find out what he’s up to. The Prince told the Grandfather that there is evidence the Fort Mason fiasco was planned. Perhaps Delfonso was trying to embarrass someone—us. If you can expose him, political weight will shift against him and then we can safely dispose of him.”

“And what’s in it for us?”

Loo ignored him long enough to blow a straw wrapper at the young waitress now scurrying by. She dodged the missile, giggling. Loo smiled a toothy grin at her.

“Sorry,” he apologized, turning his attention back to Sullivan. “Anyway, with Delfonso out of the way, the Mission District will be unclaimed territory. In return for our aid, the Prince has promised the Grandfather a substantial portion.”

A sprawling flatland of blue-collar homes, the Mission these days was populated mainly by Hispanics. Gambling, drugs, and whores would be worth a lot, Sullivan figured. He always felt that Delfonso had failed to exploit the area for what it was really worth.

“Do you think I’ll gain an audience with the Grandfather?” Sullivan asked.

He’d never seen the Grandfather, though snatches of memories from that fateful night aboard the death ship often came back to him in dreams. The Grandfather was a terrifying and awesome figure, but one Sullivan longed to meet regardless.

“Who knows?” Loo answered. “Probably, I guess—if you do a good job. But what do I know? I haven’t seen him myself since we arrived in this country a century and a half ago. I take all my orders from Chi.”

Sullivan thought for a moment.

“How soon should I begin?” he asked.

“Tonight.”
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Later, at a pay phone, Sullivan dialed the number of Delfonso’s home in the Mission District.

“Hello?” asked the voice on the other end of the line.

It was Domingo, Delfonso’s childe.

“Yeah, this is Sullivan. I need to talk to your boss.”

There was a moment’s hesitation, then Domingo answered: “He’s still asleep. He didn’t wake up tonight. What do you want?”

“Tell him I need to talk to him—about business—private.”

“I’ll give him the message.” Then Domingo hung up.

Sullivan smiled to himself. Domingo was a draft dodger and an old zoot-suiter from World War II days. Up from LA, hiding in San Francisco from the law and the draft board, he fell afoul of Delfonso one night while mugging an old woman. Turned into a vampire, he had served Delfonso ever since.

Sullivan and Domingo had never gotten along. Domingo had only been taken after Sullivan turned Delfonso down, and Sullivan had always been quick to remind Domingo of this fact whenever they met.

Looking forward to seeing his old rival again, Sullivan headed up the hill to his Pine Street haven, a smile on his face.
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January 11

In an expensive mansion in Pacific Heights …

Honerius sat at the desk in his study, rubbing his temples in exasperation. The man seated across from him continued to argue, despite everything Honerius had told him. Who was this Don Benedict to think he could dispute with Honerius, head of the Tremere clan of vampires in San Francisco and advisor to the Prince?

“I respect your decisions, fully, Honerius,” Don Benedict was saying. “I just don’t believe it wise to tempt the Prince. We have been planning this for many years. Why risk its success? Why risk the Prince’s wrath?”

“The Prince will never know,” Honerius insisted. “There are too many variables in situations such as this. I have duly warned the Prince, and he understands that events may occur that were not evident in our forecasts.”

Honerius had spent years forecasting the future, interpreting events to come, and relaying his findings to the Prince. Together they had thought and planned, laying clues through the years that they hoped would eventually destroy two of their potentially most dangerous rivals. The final days were approaching. If all went well, the Family would bring about their own downfall.

“But I, like you, have read the signs of the future,” Benedict said. “Already the plan to eliminate Delfonso and the Grandfather is too delicate, too finely tuned. Trying to alter that future is difficult enough. To bring a madman like Phillips into the situation …”

“The Prince neither knows, nor suspects. Phillips is my and the Tremere’s ‘wild card,’ if you will. With him, we can adjust events so they favor a desirable outcome. Do you really believe that the Prince divulges to me all that he does? Besides,” Honerius went on, “with the Grandfather gone, the Dowager may do with Chinatown as she pleases. Would that not suit you?”

Angered, Don Benedict rose from his chair. His preference for Eastern ways and culture—and Eastern magic— was a never-ending source of friction between him and his more tradition-bound leader, Honerius.

“I will not stand for this,” Benedict said. “I must go.”

“Then go you must,” Honerius said, waving him off. “Leave me alone. The plan reaches a critical phase soon. I must watch over it. I wish you well. Have faith in the all-knowing father.”

Benedict left the house without another word. As a member of the magic-practicing Tremere clan he was bound by a rigid code requiring strict obedience to his elders. He could neither speak out nor do anything to interfere with Honerius’s plans, no matter how much he disagreed. Though Honerius had never said as much, in his heart Benedict knew that the old Tremere elder hoped to topple the Prince and take the throne for himself, an action Benedict feared would tear apart the city’s fragile balance of power, plunging it into chaos. He was split in his loyalty to his clan, the city’s Prince, and his personal fondness for the old Dowager.

He shook his head, worrying, as he left the house, walking down the front steps to disappear into the foggy, nighted streets.
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When you send a clerk on business to a distant province, a man of rigid morals is not your best choice.

—Ihara Saikaku, The Japanese Family Storehouse

Sullivan arrived at the appointed meeting place a few minutes early. Union Square had been chosen—Elysium, neutral ground, where neither was at the advantage. Though nearing midnight, the area was still thronged with tourists as well as a few street people drifting up from Hallidie Plaza. Cable cars clanged up and down Powell Street, passing in front of the posh St. Francis Hotel, where Riley, the hotel’s smiling black doorman, whistled cabs from the nearby stand.

Sullivan took a seat on a bench overlooking Geary Street where he could watch for Delfonso’s limo and prepared himself for the wait. Spreading his arms across the back of the bench, he adopted a casual pose, though admitting to himself that he felt a little nervous. Making a false advance to another elder was a dangerous move. If Delfonso did not fall for the ploy, Sullivan would be in trouble deep in the Mission, Delfonso’s turf, and far from his own territory. If Delfonso smelled a rat, Sullivan might find himself at the old vampire’s questionable mercy.

Sullivan had known Delfonso for years, almost since the beginning, though the two had moved in different circles. Delfonso had run with the Toreador clan of vampires and had once kept a spacious suite at the Palace Hotel on Market, where he frequently entertained. But since the destruction following the 1906 earthquake, the Spaniard had retired back to the Mission. He was still seen about town—cruising in his battered limousine— but only rarely showing up at the Vampire Club or other nightspots popular with the undead.

Rumors circulated about Delfonso’s odd habits and the things that went on beneath his Mission District house. Some spoke of a religious conversion. Vampires being what they are, Sullivan wondered what Delfonso could have done to cause so much gossip.

Looking up Geary Street, Sullivan spotted Delfonso’s black limo working its way toward him through the thick traffic—like a shark on the scent of its prey, he thought. Sullivan could see two people in the front seat: Juan, Delfonso’s ghoul chauffeur, and the childe Domingo, already scowling at Sullivan from the passenger’s seat. The rear windows of the limo were opaque black, making it impossible to see who rode in back.

The limo glided smoothly to the curb, stopping in front of the bench where Sullivan was sitting. The rear door popped open, the dome light coming on to reveal a bloodred velvet interior. Like a long-legged black spider, the Spaniard Delfonso sat within, facing out toward Sullivan. Dressed completely in black, with cape and perfectly trimmed narrow moustache and beard, the old vampire sat with his cold, pale hands folded over an expensive-looking gold-headed walking stick.

“Do come in,” Delfonso said.

Sullivan started crawling into the backseat with Delfonso.

“And take care not to snag your trousers on that broken spring,” he warned his guest. Then, turning to the driver. “Juan! I thought I told you to fix this.”

“Sorry, sir,” answered the Filipino at the wheel. “I got busy and forgot. I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“See that you do.”

He turned to Sullivan and smiled. “I guess it’s true when they say ‘you just can’t get good help these days,’” he joked, casting a knowing glance at the front seat.

Sullivan, taking note of the front seat duo’s silence, made a point to laugh. Domingo turned and glared at him over the back of the seat.

“So, what’s the matter, gringo?” he queried Sullivan. “Tired of drinking diseased whores? You need to come down to the Mission to find a little fun?” He grinned a nasty grin, revealing his gold tooth.

“I’ll drink your fuckin’ mother’s blood, greaser,” Sullivan shot back, the smile never leaving his face.

“Son of a bitch,” Domingo swore, starting to crawl over the back of the seat after his tormentor.

“Gentlemen!” Delfonso spoke, his voice ringing through the car’s interior. “None of this. Please.”

The commotion ceased.

“Mr. Sullivan and I have business to discuss tonight, is that not true, Mr. Sullivan?”

Sullivan nodded agreement.

“He brings us word from the Grandfather, Domingo. We are to lay plans for a new merger of our families.”

Delfonso was blowing a smoke screen for Domingo’s benefit. He was a
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