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1

1849: Gold Rush

The hot California sun beat down on the Black man standing on a dusty rise overlooking the broad American River below. Riley lifted his battered hat and mopped his brow with a red handkerchief, revealing black hair speckled by gray. His shoulders were broad, his neck thick and powerful. His clothes were dusty and dirty, his buff-colored broad-brimmed hat stained with sweat. He wore a revolver on his left hip; a broad knife hung at his right. In his left hand he carried a shotgun.

He stood next to a mule hitched to a wooden wagon. On the wagon rode a large wooden box more than seven feet long, three feet wide, and two feet deep. Solidly built of oak, it was carefully and securely lashed to the wagon’s bed. Riley had hauled the box all the way from Texas to California, crossing deserts and mountains in a trip that had taken months. Tonight, he would reach his goal: the city of San Francisco.

Near the riverbank he saw hundreds of men milling about, raising clouds of dust, shuffling back and forth between the crowded, hastily constructed docks and the wooden fort called New Helvetia on the slopes above. Men hurriedly unloaded boats, bartering and selling mules, equipment, and supplies to the mob.

Some wore work clothes; others dressed in fashionable waistcoats and cravats; still others were garbed in foreign attire. In all directions men streamed away from the fort, singly and in groups, heading upriver, toward the nearby eastern foothills and the mountains beyond, all in search of the same thing—the gold discovered lying in the stream beds and washes in the recently acquired American territory.

With a soft cluck of his tongue, Riley got the mule moving, leading it down the gentle slope toward the riverbank. He looked straight ahead as he made his way toward the docks, moving against the tide of humanity streaming away from the riverbank, avoiding the looks of the white strangers all around him. But only a few took notice of Riley, and none said anything: most were either too busy with their own plans or fearful of the well-armed negro with the set look on his face. A few wondered what supplies he carried with him.

Reaching the riverbank, Riley accosted the first boatman he saw, a youngster standing next to an unpainted twelve-foot skiff of rough construction. The gangly, towheaded boy did not look a day over sixteen.

“I need passage downriver,” Riley said. “How much?”

The kid rubbed his peach-fuzzed jaw, sizing up the customer. A paying passage back to the coast was rare, and he was unsure how much to ask. Coming upriver the gold-hunters were willing to pay nearly anything. The occasional prospector who’d struck it rich and was headed back to San Francisco also had a good deal of money to spend. But this man didn’t look like a prospector.

“Just you?” the boy asked the stranger.

“I got some freight, too,” Riley said, pointing to the heavy box stowed aboard the wagon. “I want to get into San Francisco—by tonight.”

“Ten dollars for you, five for the box,” the boy finally said.

Riley’s eyes narrowed at the price. The cost should have been no more than a tenth of that. But even as he stood there, he overheard men paying three dollars for a shovel and two for a blanket.

“You can sell the wagon and the mule for more than that,” the boy suggested, hoping to persuade his customer. “You’ll get enough to pay for your passage, with something left over.”

“All right,” Riley said, pulling off his hat and wiping the sweat from his brow; the temperature was still rising. “How soon do we leave?”

“Sooner the better,” the boy said. “We want to get off the river by nightfall if we can. Bandits hole up along the bank at night, waiting to pick off small boats heading down to San Francisco,” he explained. “But if we can reach the bay before sunset, we won’t have no problems.” They shook hands on the deal. “Welcome aboard,” the boy told Riley. “My name’s Davey Foster.”

Riley’s wagon and mule sold quickly, as Davey had promised, but before allowing the new owner to lead it away Riley had to unload the box. He dropped the wagon’s tailgate and began sliding the heavy crate off the bed.

Davey came round to help, catching hold of the other end of the box as it slid off the end of the wagon. He groaned as he caught the full weight of the box, his knees buckling slightly. “Christ, Mister! What do you got in here? Rocks?”

Riley, carefully walking backward along the dock, smiled back at Davey but said nothing. Davey staggered along after him, arms straining. Riley carried his half of the load easily, showing no sign of effort.

Davey’s skiff was flat-bottomed and square-prowed, built for the shallow, gentle river that wound through California’s central valley. They carefully lowered the box into the boat. Riley tossed his bedroll and few meager belongings in after it, then followed Davey aboard. While the young man cast off the lines, Riley lashed the crate down tightly, securing it aboard the craft. Once free of the dock, Davey poled them out to midstream. The lazy current began carrying them west and south, toward the Pacific coast and the new town of San Francisco. Riley, finally nearing the end of his long journey, wondered what he would find there.

It was near the end of summer—the dry season—and the river was shallow, exposing countless mud-capped sandbars.

“The river’s down this time of year,” Davey explained, now seated near the center of the boat, the muscles of his face tightening with each pull on the creaking oars. “The rainy season ’round here don’t start till November.”

Riley sat in the stern, saying nothing, his shotgun placed between his feet. He watched the banks of the broad river as they slid by—a rolling land colored golden brown and covered with dry scrub and a few oaks—far better farmland than any Riley had seen in Texas. The soil was rich, and Riley judged you could raise anything here you wanted—fruit, wheat, cotton, whatever. And, if the weather was as good as he’d been told, a farmer could raise crops year-round, pulling harvest after harvest out of the fertile soil.

“You up from the south somewhere?” Davey asked his silent passenger. He recognized the accent.

“Yeah,” Riley said. “From Texas.”

“Alone?”

Riley hesitated, then answered: “Yes.”

“So, what is it that brings ya to these parts?” It was obvious the man wasn’t here to prospect.

“I’ve got a business opportunity in San Francisco,” Riley told him, adding: “With a partner.”

“That’s the best idea,” Davey said, stroking steadily at the oars. “It’s the businessmen that are gettin’ rich—not the prospectors.”

Riley smiled at the boy. “You seem to be doin’ all right,” he chided. “Chargin’ a man ten dollars for a ride down the river.”

Davey grinned nervously, glancing at the shotgun between Riley’s feet. What if the man decided to kill him here on the river? He hadn’t thought of that when he agreed to take the job on. His passenger seemed nervous, apprehensive. Davey wondered what he had in the box.

“Here,” Riley said, sensing the boy’s concern. He got up off his seat. “Give me a spell on those oars.”

The two switched positions; Davey now sat in the stern near the shotgun, while Riley pulled at the oars.

The conversation loosened up and an hour later the two were talking freely. Riley told Davey of his long trek up from Texas and over the Donner Pass while Davey told Riley all he knew about the gold rush and the burgeoning town of San Francisco on the bay.

“What did you used to do in Texas?” Davey asked Riley later on, the sun now creeping down toward the western hills. Davey was back on the oars, Riley once again seated in the stern.

“I was a farmer,” Riley told him. “Had a family.”

“Where are they now?” Davey asked innocently. “Did you leave ’em at home?”

“They’re dead,” Riley replied flatly, his expression growing dark.

“Oh,” Davey said. Noting the look on Riley’s face, he inquired no further.
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They were within a few miles of San Francisco Bay and less than an hour from sunset when the travelers spotted a dense column of dark smoke rising up from somewhere downstream. Its source was hidden by the steep round hills now surrounding the river.

“A steamer,” the boy said, looking over his shoulder. “We gotta pull over.”

Entrepreneurs had already shipped steamboats around the Horn, hoping to cash in on the heavy traffic now flowing up and down the river between the gold fields and the coast.

Davey began turning the skiff toward the distant bank on their right. The river was very broad and shallow, and Davey had been keeping to the middle, where the channel was deepest, away from the sandbars and low spots nearer the banks.

“We got to make room—and in a hurry,” Davey said, now pulling frantically at the oars. “They’ll be heading straight up the middle of the river when the water’s this low.”

They could hear the steamer now, the chug of its engine, the splash made by its great stern paddle wheel. Davey pulled hard to starboard, trying to get them out of the way, but then the steamer suddenly appeared huffing around the bend, bearing down on them, its engines thundering as black smoke poured from its single tall stack and the great stern paddle wheel churned the muddy waters to a froth. The steamer sounded its whistle. In a few seconds the great boat would be upon them.

“Shit!” Davey shouted, scrambling to his feet, pulling one of the oars free from the lock. “Grab an oar, Riley. Quick!”

The steamer continued to pound toward them, its broad bow splitting the waters. They would have to stave themselves off.

“Hey! Hey! Ahoy!” Davey shouted, waving his oar in the air, trying to get the steamboat pilot’s attention.

But the man in the pilot house high above the deck paid them no heed. He wasn’t about to risk beaching his steamer simply to avoid two men in a small boat. Small craft would have to learn to pay heed to the steamers. He blew the whistle again: a long, mournful blast.

“Look out!” Davey shouted to Riley as the great boat bore down on them. “Try to push off!”

The cleaving bow missed them by a few feet, its wake splashing over their gunwales, but then the great wooden hull loomed up, a waterborne wall that threatened to overwhelm and crush them. They laid into it with their oars, trying to push themselves away, but then the steamboat struck the skiff’s stern, spinning it around, knocking Riley off his feet and nearly pitching him overboard.

“Hang on!” Davey shouted as the skiff’s bow swung round and crashed into the steamboat, and another wave washed over the craft.

“We got to get clear of the paddle wheel!” Davey shouted.

The great threshing blades of the wheel thundered nearer while the two men scrambled to shove the skiff out of the way. If they were sucked in by the wheel, they would be chewed to bits.

While Riley regained his feet, Davey desperately thrust his oar against the hull of the passing steamship, trying to push the skiff clear; but the suction of the passing steamboat kept drawing them back in. Meanwhile a curious crowd of passengers—would-be miners—were gathering at the rails above, gazing with interest on the drama unfolding below them.

“Look out!” Davey screamed as the paddle wheel crashed down on the front of the skiff, splintering its square bow, nearly capsizing the boat before releasing it and sending it spinning away.

The steamboat’s wake carried the skiff over a sandbar, where it snagged, leaving the two of them stranded ten yards offshore, half-swamped and stuck fast.

“Bastards!” Davey swore at the steamship as it headed up and around the bend, never slowing its course. “Shit!” Davey said, now talking to Riley. “We nearly got it, for sure.”

“Is the boat okay?” Riley asked. He was already checking the ropes holding down the soaking wet box, making sure it was still secure.

“It looks okay,” Davey announced after checking the damage.

Despite the splintered bow and some opened seams, the skiff still appeared seaworthy. Provided they bailed a little, Davey reckoned they could make it to San Francisco safely enough. “Once back in town I’ll have to make some real repairs to her, though,” he added.

The sun was now sinking below the line of hills in the west, and Davey grew anxious to depart the area. He kept searching the deepening shadows along the banks, looking for signs of bandits.

“Let’s bail her out and push her free,” he said, grabbing up a worn leather bucket and scooping water out of the boat. “We don’t want to stay here too long.”

Riley placed his shotgun atop the box to dry and joined him, forced to use his sweat-stained hat in lieu of a bucket.

The boat was but half-emptied of water when a gunshot rang out from shore and a bullet splashed in the water next to the boat.

Davey stood up and looked toward shore. “What the he—“ he began; then a shotgun roared and the boy fell backward into the river. More gunfire erupted; bullets crashed into the boat, sending splinters flying. Riley dove for cover behind the great box, shielding himself from the unseen attackers on shore. Spotting Davey floating motionless in the water near the boat, Riley snatched the boy’s body out of the river, lifting him with one hand and setting him down in the bottom of the half-swamped boat.

“Come on out!” someone shouted from the shore.

“Give yourself up,” called another voice.

Carefully, Riley reached up and slipped the shotgun off the top of the box, provoking another eruption of gunfire.

“Give up!” someone shouted again.

Trapped behind the box and unable to return fire safely, Riley knew he couldn’t hold out long. The bandits on the bank would soon spread out and catch him in a crossfire. He squinted toward the sun sinking below the line of hills. It was nearly dark. His charge would be ready to awaken. He pulled out his heavy knife and, reversing his grip, beat the hilt against the side of the box.

“Wake up!” he hissed. “It’s time to rise. The sun’s nearly set.”

He then began sawing at the ropes holding the crate, cutting through them one by one while the gunmen on shore kept up a steady fire.

“Come on. Give it up,” they demanded. “We promise you can go free, unharmed.” Riley knew they were lying.

“It’s nearly time,” Riley said, whispering again to the box, glancing at the setting sun, checking its position. Something inside the box stirred. Riley felt relieved.

The gunfire momentarily ceased, and the evening fell quiet. Carefully, Riley crawled forward, peeking around the end of the crate in an attempt to catch sight of his attackers. He saw three men positioned behind a fallen tree on the riverbank. One of them spotted Riley and shot at him with a pistol. The bullet whined off the end of the crate as Riley ducked back out of sight.

It was now dusk. Riley whispered to the crate: “There are three of them. Behind a dead tree on the riverbank to your right.”

More movement came from within the box: something battering at the lid. Boards split and nails wrenched free as the top of the box splintered, then broke apart. A tall, lean man stood up, knocking aside the shattered boards as he rose to his feet. Riley took advantage of the bandits’ distraction to take a shot at them from behind the box. He hit one of the bandits; the man went down even as the two remaining attackers prepared to return fire. Before they could squeeze off a shot, the newcomer leapt from the boat and splashed toward them through the knee-deep water. As he ran, he drew a short cavalry saber from the sheath on his hip, swinging it above his head.

The bandits fired on him, and though they were sure their shots hit him, the man never slowed his pace.

With no time to reload, the bandits turned to run but the stranger was already upon them. One of the bandits drew a revolver from his belt but the stranger slashed at them with his sword, severing the bandit’s hand at the wrist. Another powerful stroke caught the man across the throat, silencing his screams as he fell to the ground, nearly decapitated.

The second man swung his empty shotgun at the swordsman, breaking the wooden stock across the man’s back. The stranger barely flinched. Turning around, he knocked away the bandit’s broken weapon with a backhand blow, disarming him. Realizing escape was impossible, the bandit fell to his knees, hands clasped for mercy, but before a word escaped his lips the blade fell again. The bandit flopped face first in the grass, dead.

The dark stranger wiped the blood from his sword on the fallen man’s shirt, then replaced it in its sheath. Riley’s voice came to him from the dark of the river.

“Are you all right, Vannevar?”

“Yes,” Vannevar answered. “I’m fine.” The two bullet wounds he’d suffered were painful, and his shoulder was badly bruised by the bandit’s assault, but the wounds were minor and would quickly heal. “We got a man hurt out here,” Riley called through the gathering darkness. “He’s still alive, but he needs attention.”

“I’ll be there in a moment,” Vannevar said.

Kneeling beside the nearly beheaded bandit, he bent over the gaping wound, lapping the warm blood welling up from the man’s severed throat.
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The man named Vannevar Thomas returned to the stranded boat a few minutes later, leaving the bandits’ bodies hidden beneath the tangled roots of a scrub oak that leaned over the bank. He had relieved them of their weapons, bringing them back to the boat, along with a small quantity of minted cash and several small bags of gold dust the bandits had undoubtedly stolen from earlier victims.

Vannevar Thomas was tall—nearly six feet—slim and well proportioned. His long chestnut hair was kept tied back with a ribbon in a short queue that lay over his collar. He was still handsome at the age of forty-five, though fine lines around his eyes and at the corners of his mouth betrayed his age. His eyes were dark brown, nearly black, and his nose like the beak of a hawk. Despite his pale complexion his skin showed a ruddy quality from the thin strain of American Indian blood that ran through the veins of his aristocratic Virginia family. His clothes, though worn and filthy from months spent on the trail from Texas, were well made and of fine material. He carried himself with his head held high and shoulders squared. He had the bearing of a well-bred man.

“How bad is he?” Vannevar asked as he waded to the side of the boat. Stashing the loot on board, he hauled himself in over the side, dripping wet.

“They got him in the shoulder,” Riley said, kneeling at the boy’s side, examining the wound. “It’s not too bad, just a couple pellets, but he needs a doctor.” The boy’s shoulder blade was fractured. The wound bled steadily, staining the water in the bottom of the boat with red.

“Let’s move on, then,” Vannevar said, stooping to bail out the rest of the water in the boat.

They placed Davey on what remained of the wooden crate, up out of the water that kept leaking in through the skiff’s opened seams. The two of them bailed as much water as they could; then Vannevar hopped back out of the boat and began pushing the skiff free while Riley seated himself at the oars. Once off the sandbar, Vannevar hauled himself back in over the stern and sat down on the narrow seat.

“How far are we from San Francisco?” he asked Riley, pulling off his tall black boots and pouring river water out of them over the side.

“The boy said another half-hour to the bay,” Riley told him, pulling steadily on the oars. “And then another half-hour to San Francisco.”

It was almost pitch dark now; only the sliver of a rising quarter-moon provided a pale light. They followed the current downstream toward the coast, taking turns manning the oars and bailing water. They had nearly reached their goal.


2

Earlier Years: Other Lives

The vampire Vannevar and the ghoul Riley had come to the West Coast on orders from their superiors. Gold had been discovered in the newly acquired California territory, a matter of great interest to the Texas elder whom Vannevar obeyed. People were flocking to the area from all over the world, and the once tiny village of Yerba Buena—now renamed San Francisco—appeared destined to play a key role in the country’s future. The bay upon which the city was located was perhaps the greatest in the world: safe, secure, and large enough to hold the combined navies of the entire world. Vannevar’s elders believed the city would someday be a great port, providing a gateway to the Pacific and the world beyond.

Vannevar Thomas had been born in Alexandria, Virginia, in 1732, the eldest son of a family of tobacco farmers and horse breeders. Educated and refined, he seemed the proper heir to the family fortunes. But in 1776 he left the family home to join the American revolutionary cause.

An expert horseman, he was commissioned a captain in the cavalry and distinguished himself in several campaigns before receiving a field promotion to the rank of major. A few weeks after his promotion, while on a nighttime ride through heavy woods on his way to headquarters, he fell victim to the Tories.

He was galloping his horse at full speed through the moonlit woods when a shadowy figure suddenly stepped out onto the trail in front of him. The man raised his hand as though to bar the way, but Vannevar spurred his horse on, not deigning to stop for a stranger on a midnight road while on an errand of military urgency. But then the man made a series of strange passes with his hand and Vannevar’s horse suddenly reared, screaming in terror, throwing Vannevar out of the saddle to the hard forest floor where he struck his head and lost consciousness.
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When he awoke, Vannevar found himself lying on the dirty floor of a rocky cavern. A single candle sitting atop an oblong rock gave off a feeble, yellow light, revealing limestone walls streaked by water. The air was damp and still, tinged with a musty odor. Next to the rock and candle squatted the older man who had waylaid him in the forest.

He was dressed darkly, in a civilian’s coat, breeches, and buckle shoes. His linen was dirty, his stockings torn—one lay crumpled around his ankle, the garter broken. The man stared coolly at the slowly awakening Vannevar, waiting.

Vannevar recognized the stranger’s face, or at least thought he did. The man looked exactly like Quincy Cullen, an uncle of one of his family’s neighbors, the Cullen family. But Vannevar knew that Quincy Cullen had died some twenty years ago, shortly after coming to this country to live with his American cousins. Vannevar had attended the funeral. He had once been close friends with the Cullens, Vannevar’s relationship with his neighbors had, over the years, soured as the debate over colonists’ rights went on, growing increasingly heated with the years. The Cullens were loyal Tories, opposed to the revolutionary views held by Vannevar and most of his family.

“Who are you?” Vannevar asked the stranger.

“Ye know me, Vannevar,” the mysterious man answered. “It’s not likely you could forget ‘old uncle Quincy’ that easily, now, could you?” The man’s sneering tones were familiar to Vannevar’s ears.

“Quincy Cullen died years ago,” Vannevar told the man. “You can’t be him.”

The man laughed—a dark chuckle, chilling and cold. He smiled, revealing a row of long, yellow teeth surrounded by pale, shrunken gums.

There was no doubt about it, Vannevar thought. It was indeed Quincy Cullen, but what was he doing here? Why was he not dead? He remembered the funeral and the closed coffin. He had never actually seen the old man’s body. Perhaps, he thought, the man had not died, but lost his mind, and the Cullen family, out of shame, had locked him away, staging the mock funeral to allay suspicion. The coffin had never been opened, Vannevar recalled. Old Cullen was supposed to have died after falling from a horse, and the corpse to have been badly mangled after being dragged through the woods.

“I did not die,” Quincy told him, as though reading his thoughts. “Oh, no,” he added. “Old Quincy won’t die that easily. I can promise you that.”

Vannevar, convinced now of the man’s identity, felt sure he was mad. Vannevar knew the Cullen farms had been swept by the war more than once, and rumors held that most of the family had either been killed or captured by the Continental Army. Old Quincy must have somehow escaped his captivity and now roamed the countryside, lost and helpless.

“I am what some have called ‘undead,’” Quincy continued. “A predator, a scavenger, a stalker of the innocent.” His voice grew excited as he spoke, his eyes taking on a strange glow in the feeble light of the candle. “I am called by some a vampyr.”

Vannevar did not recognize the word, but his terror grew as Quincy explained it to him: how he roamed at night, killing, and drinking the blood of humans. Quincy then told Vannevar that he too was now a vampire, an undying blood-drinker, one of the legion of undead.

“I have chosen you to help me, young Vannevar,” Quincy said. “The war has made existence precarious, and I need a friend.”

More than ever, Vannevar believed the man was mad. “I can help you,” he assured Quincy. “But we must leave here right away.”

Vannevar’s urgent message to headquarters was still undelivered. He struggled to get up, his body aching. He felt weak, dizzy, and wondered how long he’d been unconscious.

Quincy sat watching as Vannevar got to his feet. “Then go on,” he told Vannevar. “See for yourself.” Quincy pointed toward a bend in the cave a few yards away where a gray light could be seen, spilling in from outside. Whether dawn or dusk, Vannevar could not guess. “But don’t tell me I didn’t warn you,” Quincy cackled.

Quincy remained seated on his rock, watching Vannevar as he staggered unsteadily toward the cave’s entrance, bracing himself against the damp stone walls.

But when Vannevar reached the bend and saw the opening before him, he shrieked in pain. The late morning sun burned his eyes and seared his skin, forcing him back inside. Quincy sat waiting for him.

“See?” the old man smiled maliciously, chuckling softly, as Vannevar collapsed on the cold, hard floor of the cave, sitting down with his back against the wall. “You’d best stay out of the sunlight, now, like I told you. If you want to survive this war—if you want to survive at all—you and I will have to work together.”

In life, Vannevar had been only mildly fond of the elder Cullen, a hardline Tory who’d made his fortune in the slave trade. In death Vannevar found the old man repulsive. But he soon found he was unable to resist the demands of the one who now called himself “Master.”

“You are bound to me,” Quincy explained to him. “And must do as I say.”

Not only had Quincy made Vannevar a vampire, but he had stolen Vannevar’s will from him. After draining Vannevar of his blood, killing him, Quincy had then revived Vannevar with an infusion of blood from Quincy’s own veins. Had this been all, Vannevar would have awakened a vampire, but free. But Quincy had taken advantage of Vannevar’s weakened condition to nourish him twice more with his own vital blood, establishing a permanent bond between them that left Vannevar as Quincy’s unwilling slave.

“You are my childe,” Quincy told him. “We are one.”

And it was true. No matter what Cullen demanded of him, Vannevar found himself compelled to obey. He would have killed himself, had not Quincy forbidden him this escape.
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Two days later, after Vannevar had regained his strength, the pair left the cave at nightfall. They began moving west, away from the ravages of the war, seeking quieter ground where they would be safe. With the Cullen family dispersed, Quincy had no one to protect him during daylight hours while he lay helpless and vulnerable. His plan was to head deep into the wilderness, far from the unpredictable conflict.

Holing up by day in caves and dark glens and traveling by night, they avoided roads and inhabited areas, living on the blood of raccoons, opossums, and squirrels. They eventually left Virginia behind them, wandering south into near-virgin territory later known as Tennessee. Traveling deep into the mountains, they found fewer and fewer white men. At last, they entered wilderness beyond the limits of all but the most daring trappers. Throughout their long journey Vannevar obeyed his master unfailingly, doing all that was asked of him—for he could not summon the will to refuse. Existence became a dark, stumbling dream from which he could not awake.

They finally discovered a cave in a high rocky face overlooking a river winding through a wooded valley. This, Cullen hoped, would serve as a permanent refuge. But a few days later they awoke to discover a small band of Cherokee Indians camped on the riverbank below. Vannevar felt it foolish to disturb them, but Quincy, after weeks of living on small animals, longed to feast on human blood.

“It is time you learned,” he told Vannevar.

They raided the encampment that night, entering the pole huts silently and drinking only slightly from one or two victims, thus satisfying their undeniable thirsts while leaving their victims essentially unharmed. Vannevar was initially hesitant to drink of human blood, but Quincy forced him to it, and he soon discovered the deep and undeniable pleasure of feasting on one’s own kind.

The next night Quincy lost control, leaving his Indian victim a pale corpse without a drop of blood in its veins. To avoid suspicion, they hauled the body to the river and tossed it in, watching as the current carried it swiftly away. The next morning the Indians were mystified by the disappearance of one of the band, but had no inkling of what had actually happened.

The following night, despite Vannevar’s pleas for restraint, Quincy killed again, this time twice. They again used the river to dispose of the bodies but later, back in the cave, Vannevar discovered Quincy had borne something away from the Indian camp. As Vannevar watched transfixed, Quincy unwrapped a tiny papoose he had spirited away from the side of its sleeping mother. Lifting the softly crying infant toward his mouth, Quincy bared his fangs. Vannevar turned his back, but could not fail to hear the crunching sound as Quincy’s fangs fastened themselves in the infant’s throat, nor could he avoid hearing the baby’s suddenly throttled cries.

Quincy carelessly tossed the little corpse aside after he’d finished. As dawn broke, the two vampires retired to their separate corners in the cave. Vannevar sat awake into the morning, his soul blasted and blackened.

The band of Indians awoke the next morning to the cries of the distraught mother, who, upon awakening, had discovered her missing infant. Two more members of the tribe had also vanished. Later, when one of the bloodless bodies was found downstream, snagged on a tree root, the Cherokees knew they had stumbled into a place of evil spirits. While most of the Indians hastily broke camp, a small band of warriors, after painting themselves with protective symbols known to their wisest men, ascended the cliff overlooking the river, following the almost invisible trail left by the two vampires.

Vannevar awoke with a start as the first of many tomahawks buried itself in the sleeping Quincy’s chest. Vannevar struggled to his feet as Quincy’s roars of pain and rage echoed throughout the cave. Driven by the Blood Bond between them, he was prepared to sacrifice his own life in order to save his master. Even as he gained his feet, however, the deadly weapons found their mark, sundering Quincy’s heart, severing his head and destroying him.

The undeniable compulsion to sacrifice himself for Quincy left Vannevar with a rush. His head now clear for the first time since the fateful encounter with the old Tory, his only thought was to preserve himself, to escape the cave and the maddened Cherokees who’d come to slay him.

Brushing aside the warriors attempting to block his path, Vannevar dashed out of the cave into the sunlight. His skin immediately began to blister and char. Howling in pain and terror, he plunged deep into the shadowy woods, the vengeful Indians in hot pursuit. Running blindly through the woods, dodging from one dark glen to another, avoiding the occasional pools of golden sun that found their way to the forest floor, Vannevar was finally able to outdistance his pursuers.

Now free of Quincy’s influence, Vannevar began making his way back east. Only after days of travel did he reach the first white settlements scattered along the frontier, and it took weeks before he finally saw the familiar towns and farms of his native Virginia.

As he drew closer to home, his hopes and expectations rose but, once back in Alexandria, he hesitated to make his return. Forced to exist as a night-stalking predator, how would he explain to his family what had happened to him? How could they possibly accept him?

Entering the town after dark, he made his way to the deserted town hall. Slipping inside, he found the casualty lists posted on the wall. On them he saw many names he recognized, including his own. Vannevar was listed as killed in action, believed taken prisoner by the British and shot as a spy. His family had been told he was dead.

He knew then he could never return to the life he’d once known. Even if his family did accept him, would he someday become another Quincy? He turned his back on Alexandria that night, leaving his past and his home behind forever.

The next few decades Vannevar maintained his existence on the fringes of the ever-expanding new America, establishing temporary residences in booming towns as they sprouted up along the frontiers, moving on whenever he felt his existence might be exposed. He fed regularly on human blood but rarely killed. Only the occasional victim deemed too criminal or corrupt failed to survive a late-night encounter with a black-clad Vannevar in a dark street at night. Throughout all these years of lonely wandering, Vannevar never encountered another of his own kind.

By 1832 he’d reached Texas, following in the wake of the thousands of American settlers invited by the Mexican government to take up residence in this underpopulated, formerly Spanish northern territory. It was in the small town of San Joaquin that Vannevar encountered Samuel Travis, a vampire who would become the most important contact Vannevar would ever make.

Vannevar was hovering near the fringes of San Joaquin’s plaza when he noticed a tall, lanky man walking toward him across the tiled square. Vannevar was standing in the shadows, nearly invisible to most, but it was plain the man had spotted him. He thought of fleeing, but instead held his ground, deciding to await the man’s approach.

Stepping up before him, the man offered Vannevar his hand and asked: “You are new to the area?”

Vannevar hesitated a moment, then stepped out of the shadows. “I am from the East,” he said. He took the man’s extended hand and shook it. “My name is Thomas, of Alexandria, Virginia.”

“Samuel Travis, originally out of North Carolina,” the stranger introduced himself, his Southern accent cultured and aristocratic. “What brings you to these parts, sir?”

Vannevar did not answer at first. Other than mad Quincy, Vannevar had known no other of his kind. He assumed all vampires were as cold and cruel as Quincy had been, but Travis’s lined face seemed kinder. To Vannevar, he seemed nearly human.

“You have nothing to fear,” Travis finally told him, noting Vannevar’s reluctance. “You are among friends.”

Travis invited Vannevar back to his haven, a secure room in the rear of an adobe hacienda that faced out on the plaza. Vannevar feared a trap, but the opportunity to meet and converse with another—even a vampire—was too great a temptation to resist.

Travis was an educated man who, like Vannevar, could read Latin and Greek, and, thanks to several tours of Europe, was proficient in a half-dozen modern languages as well. Vannevar was initially cautious but within an hour or two came to trust this elder vampire, a creature he instinctively recognized as wiser and more powerful than he was.

Travis took Vannevar under his wing, establishing a haven for him in a small town just a few miles from San Joaquin. Quincy had left Vannevar sadly unprepared for his new life and Travis now saw to it that Vannevar learned many of the things he would need to know in the future.

And he introduced Vannevar to other Kindred. Many American vampires dwelt in the territory, all united under the leadership of Sam Travis. Vannevar learned they were part of a secret society of vampires called the Camarilla. An ancient organization of Kindred formed centuries ago in response to the terrors of the Inquisitions, the Camarilla regulated the activities of vampires worldwide, establishing codes of behavior that allowed the race of vampires to move and survive, unseen and unknown, among the world of humans.

“It was not easily achieved,” Travis explained to Vannevar one night in the back room of the hacienda. “Many old grudges had to be set aside in order to accomplish this cooperation. And even to this day many of the more powerful members intrigue constantly against one another in an endless struggle for power and control.”

The world of mortals knew little of vampires’ existence, Travis told him, but few things transpired in the realm of humans that were not in some way influenced by the secretive Camarilla. The organization held subtle strings to governments and industries, and pulled them as they would, instigating and controlling many major events in human history. Travis claimed the American Revolution was the result of a split between certain American and European factions of the Camarilla. “But there are other vampires who exist without us, and who threaten our cause,” Travis told him. “I speak of the Sabbat.”

The Sabbat was a dark and bloody cult of vampires who, though much smaller than the Camarilla, opposed the Camarilla’s aims in nearly every way. Travis warned that a bloody war would soon break out between the Camarilla forces in America and the Sabbat-influenced government of Mexico.

Sabbat forces had gained an early foothold in the New World, following on the heels of the Spanish Inquisition. The sect had established itself in Mexico and parts of South and Central America. Travis told Vannevar the Camarilla was currently inciting the Texans—Americans and Mexicans—to revolt against the Mexican authorities, declaring their independence and forcing the Mexican government out of the area. Other parts of Mexican territory, including California, would be absorbed in the course of the conflict as well. Neither the U.S. nor the Mexican government knew anything about the secret forces that were forging their destinies.

“Who exactly are the Sabbat?” Vannevar questioned Travis.

“The main body of the group consists of two rebel clans of vampires—the Tzimisce and the Lasombra—as well as many others drawn from the ranks of the disgruntled and dissatisfied.”

The Sabbat were everything Vannevar feared vampires to be: rapacious, predatory killers who believed themselves the natural superior animal. Given free rein, they would make humans their slaves, reigning over them in a bloody regime. The Camarilla, though dedicated to the survival of the Kindred, envisioned a world of peaceful coexistence with the human race—a world wherein their presence would never be revealed. Seven major clans charted the destiny of the Camarilla. Vannevar learned that he was of the Ventrue clan, long a major force within the organization.

In the few months he had known Travis, Vannevar came to trust him in all things. Thus, it was without hesitation that he volunteered to help the Camarilla effort in Texas. Swearing allegiance to both Travis and the Camarilla, Vannevar joined the secret forces already fostering revolt in the Mexican territory.

It was in 1836, after the Alamo had fallen and been retaken, that Vannevar found Riley and saved his life. A Texas cotton farmer, Riley was the son of slaves escaped from Georgia and had been raised a free man. Finding themselves caught in a war not of their making, Riley’s family managed to survive first the Mexican army’s advance and later, its subsequent retreat. But when the Texans came through, the family fell afoul of a gang of whites who, offended by the idea of a Black landowner, took the opportunity to destroy the farm. They shot the family, burned the buildings, and hanged Riley by the neck from a tree, bound hand and foot, his toes barely touching the ground, leaving him to strangle slowly as the sun set in the west.

Vannevar came upon the ruins a half-hour later. Rising at sunset, he had followed the advancing Texans in a mop-up operation intended to destroy any Sabbat vampires left behind by the hasty Mexican retreat. Vannevar was not shocked by the burning ruins when he came upon them—he had seen much destruction these last weeks—but when he spotted the silhouette of the hanged man against the deepening evening sky, he broke into a run.

Reaching the unconscious man’s side and quickly cutting him down, Vannevar laid him gently on the ground. The man still breathed, but laboriously. Vannevar checked his throat for injuries and found the windpipe crushed. The man would not live long. Already his lips were turning a cyanic blue.

Vannevar had seen a great deal of death these last weeks: soldiers shot or otherwise slain, left lying at the sides of trails, their bloated bodies providing food for the buzzards. He had even occasionally fed upon the recent dead when no other nourishment presented itself. But the man now dying in front of him awakened a sense of compassion he’d thought long ago turned dead and cold. If Vannevar fed the man with his own unnatural blood, he would survive, his devastating injuries quickly healing under the influence of the vampire’s vigorous blood. With a knife Vannevar opened a vein in his forearm and, as the thick red fluid oozed forth, he pressed the unconscious man’s mouth to the wound.

Within days Riley had recovered from his injuries; by the time the two were moving about, the war for Texas’ independence had been won. They returned to Vannevar’s lair and, working together, soon became inseparable. Riley, though now infused with some of the strength and vigor of Vannevar’s vampire blood, was not a true vampire but rather what was called a “ghoul”—a blood-linked creature of unnatural abilities, but not bound to sleep by day, nor required to drink the blood of the living to sustain its life. The ghoul’s occasional need of sustenance was satisfied by blood drawn from the vampire’s own veins.

In the years that followed, Riley became Vannevar’s eyes and ears during the day, protecting Vannevar while he lay asleep. In return, Vannevar extended Riley his protection and influence. Those foolish enough to threaten or insult Riley quickly learned that retribution was swift, coming by night as Vannevar visited the offenders in their homes and made his wishes known. Few dared cross Riley a second time.

By the spring of 1849, after Texas had been annexed by the United States for more than three years, Travis invited Vannevar to meet with him in the city of San Antonio. Vannevar agreed to come and accompanied by Riley, arrived at Travis’s adobe hacienda a few days later, near midnight. The building was large and trimmed with wrought-iron railings. A pair of oil lamps mounted on either side of the heavy wooden front door lit the entrance.

Travis met the pair at the door and invited them in. A member of a vampire clan known as Toreador, Travis, as usual, was dressed well. Attired in a suit of soft tan buckskin, expertly tailored, with tall, high-heeled boots of exquisitely tooled leather, he looked the part of a successful Texas rancher.

Breezing through the formalities of greeting, Travis invited the two to sit down at the table. Travis lit one of his favorite small black cigars, then got down to business.

“We haven’t heard anything from McNaughton in several months,” he said, frowning, then blowing a small blue smoke ring. “We suspect he is dead.”

Brendan McNaughton, a Scotsman, and part of the Texas group, had been sent to northern California a few years ago, right after the territory had fallen into the hands of the invading Americans in June of 1846. Sparsely populated, this northernmost outpost of Mexican territory had been seized without a shot being fired. McNaughton arrived in the area in the summer of 1847 and found little to report regarding the tiny, sleepy village of Yerba Buena on the edge of San Francisco Bay. By early 1848, however, rumors of gold found in the hills and mountains began reaching the coast. These rumors were soon confirmed and, by the end of the year, news of a great gold strike had spread across the country, touching off an exodus of thousands upon thousands of hopeful prospectors. But then nothing more was heard from McNaughton.

“We need to move fast,” Travis told them. “It is essential that the Camarilla take control of the area, and soon. There is too much at stake.”

Vannevar nodded, knowing already he was to be sent.

“San Francisco is the spot,” Travis said. “Used to have about a hundred people living there. Now it counts three, maybe six thousand, depending on whom you believe. Most of the area’s shipping docks and departs at the town’s bay, and the miners flock to the area to spend their gold.”

Vannevar nodded his comprehension.

“Other Camarilla representatives are already being dispatched,” Travis told him. “I want us to get there first.”

“We can leave the day after tomorrow,” Vannevar told him. It was understood that Riley would accompany him.

“Good,” Travis smiled.

And so, the long journey began.
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1849: Boom Town

The journey was now nearing an end. The river finally emptied into the broad expanse of the northern bay where Vannevar and Riley turned south, guiding their leaking boat in the direction of the city of San Francisco. Ten miles later they rounded a point of land and spotted their destination.

Still miles away, they could see the lights of the city burning along the shore, glowing softly in the thin fog that shrouded the bay. Even at this distance they could hear the sounds of men working on the docks, hammers pounding, and music jingling from the saloons. Knowing they were within reach of San Francisco, Vannevar eagerly anticipated their arrival. It had been a long and hazardous journey. Riley was anxious, too, but also nervous. They were a long way from his home in Texas.

An hour later they neared the shallow cove around which much of the town was built. They saw long wooden docks reaching out from the shore, beckoning them to tie up, but found their route partially blocked by a veritable forest of ships, dark and silent, riding at anchor out in the bay.

Ship after ship had arrived in port the last few months, only to be abandoned by their crews and sometimes even their captains, all anxious to make their fortunes in the gold fields. Left stranded in the port with little hope of hiring a crew to sail them out, these crewless ships were towed away from the docks
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