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FOR HOWARD WALDROP,

a helluva writer, a helluva friend,

and a fevered dreamer if ever there was one.



CHAPTER ONE

St. Louis,

April 1857

Abner Marsh rapped the head of his hickory walking stick

smartly on the hotel desk to get the clerk’s attention. “I’m

here to see a man named York,” he said. “Josh York, I believe

he calls hisself. You got such a man here?”

The clerk was an elderly man with spectacles. He jumped

at the sound of the rap, then turned and spied Marsh and

smiled. “Why, it’s Cap’n Marsh,” he said amiably. “Ain’t seen

you for half a year, Cap’n. Heard about your misfortune,

though. Terrible, just terrible. I been here since ’36 and I

never seen no ice jam like that one.”

“Never you mind about that,” Abner Marsh said, annoyed.

He had anticipated such comments. The Planters’ House

was a popular hostelry among steamboatmen. Marsh

himself had dined there regularly before that cruel winter.

But since the ice jam he’d been staying away, and not only

because of the prices. Much as he liked Planters’ House

food, he was not eager for its brand of company: pilots and

captains and mates, rivermen all, old friends and old rivals,

and all of them knowing his misfortune. Abner Marsh



wanted no man’s pity. “You just say where York’s room is,”

he told the clerk peremptorily.

The clerk bobbed his head nervously. “Mister York won’t

be in his room, Cap’n. You’ll find him in the dining room,

taking his meal.”

“Now? At this hour?” Marsh glanced at the ornate hotel

clock, then loosed the brass buttons of his coat and pulled

out his own gold pocket watch. “Ten past midnight,” he said,

incredulous. “You say he’s eatin’?”

“Yes sir, that he is. He chooses his own times, Mister York,

and he’s not the sort you say no to, Cap’n.”

Abner Marsh made a rude noise deep in his throat,

pocketed his watch, and turned away without a word,

setting off across the richly appointed lobby with long,

heavy strides. He was a big man, and not a patient one, and

he was not accustomed to business meetings at midnight.

He carried his walking stick with a flourish, as if he had

never had a misfortune, and was still the man he had been.

The dining room was almost as grand and lavish as the

main saloon on a big steamer, with cut-glass chandeliers

and polished brass fixtures and tables covered with fine

white linen and the best china and crystal. During normal

hours, the tables would have been full of travelers and

steamboatmen, but now the room was empty, most of the

lights extinguished. Perhaps there was something to be said

for midnight meetings after all, Marsh reflected; at least he

would have to suffer no condolences. Near the kitchen door,

two Negro waiters were talking softly. Marsh ignored them

and walked to the far side of the room, where a well-dressed

stranger was dining alone.



The man must have heard him approach, but he did not

look up. He was busy spooning up mock turtle soup from a

china bowl. The cut of his long black coat made it clear he

was no riverman; an Easterner then, or maybe even a

foreigner. He was big, Marsh saw, though not near so big as

Marsh; seated, he gave the impression of height, but he had

none of Marsh’s girth. At first Marsh thought him an old

man, for his hair was white. Then, when he came closer, he

saw that it was not white at all, but a very pale blond, and

suddenly the stranger took on an almost boyish aspect. York

was clean-shaven, not a mustache nor side whiskers on his

long, cool face, and his skin was as fair as his hair. He had

hands like a woman, Marsh thought as he stood over the

table.

He tapped on the table with his stick. The cloth muffled

the sound, made it a gentle summons. “You Josh York?” he

said.

York looked up, and their eyes met.

Till the rest of his days were done, Abner Marsh

remembered that moment, that first look into the eyes of

Joshua York. Whatever thoughts he had had, whatever plans

he had made, were sucked up in the maelstrom of York’s

eyes. Boy and old man and dandy and foreigner, all those

were gone in an instant, and there was only York, the man

himself, the power of him, the dream, the intensity.

York’s eyes were gray, startlingly dark in such a pale face.

His pupils were pinpoints, burning black, and they reached

right into Marsh and weighed the soul inside him. The gray

around them seemed alive, moving, like fog on the river on

a dark night, when the banks vanish and the lights vanish

and there is nothing in the world but your boat and the river

and the fog. In those mists, Abner Marsh saw things; visions



swift-glimpsed and then gone. There was a cool intelligence

peering out of those mists. But there was a beast as well,

dark and frightening, chained and angry, raging at the fog.

Laughter and loneliness and cruel passion; York had all of

that in his eyes.

But mostly there was force in those eyes, terrible force, a

strength as relentless and merciless as the ice that had

crushed Marsh’s dreams. Somewhere in that fog, Marsh

could sense the ice moving, slow, so slow, and he could

hear the awful splintering of his boats and all his hopes.

Abner Marsh had stared down many a man in his day, and

he held his gaze for the longest time, his hand closed so

hard around his stick that he feared he would snap it in two.

But at last he looked away.

The man at the table pushed away his soup, gestured, and

said, “Captain Marsh. I have been expecting you. Please join

me.” His voice was mellow, educated, easy.

“Yes,” Marsh said, too softly. He pulled out the chair across

from York and eased himself into it. Marsh was a massive

man, six foot tall and three hundred pounds heavy. He had a

red face and a full black beard that he wore to cover up a

flat, pushed-in nose and a faceful of warts, but even the

whiskers didn’t help much; they called him the ugliest man

on the river, and he knew it. In his heavy blue captain’s coat

with its double row of brass buttons, he was a fierce and

imposing figure. But York’s eyes had drained him of his

bluster. The man was a fanatic, Marsh decided. He had seen

eyes like that before, in madmen and hell-raising preachers

and once in the face of the man called John Brown, down in

bleeding Kansas. Marsh wanted nothing to do with fanatics,

with preachers, and abolitionists and temperance people.



But when York spoke, he did not sound like a fanatic. “My

name is Joshua Anton York, Captain. J. A. York in business,

Joshua to my friends. I hope that we shall be both business

associates and friends, in time.” His tone was cordial and

reasonable.

“We’ll see about that,” Marsh said, uncertain. The gray

eyes across from him seemed aloof and vaguely amused

now; whatever he had seen in them was gone. He felt

confused.

“I trust you received my letter?”

“I got it right here,” Marsh said, pulling the folded

envelope from the pocket of his coat. The offer had seemed

an impossible stroke of fortune when it arrived, salvation for

everything he feared lost. Now he was not so sure. “You

want to go into the steamboat business, do you?” he said,

leaning forward.

A waiter appeared. “Will you be dining with Mister York,

Cap’n?”

“Please do,” York urged.

“I believe I will,” Marsh said. York might be able to

outstare him, but there was no man on the river could

outeat him. “I’ll have some of that soup, and a dozen

oysters, and a couple of roast chickens with taters and stuff.

Crisp ’em up good, mind you. And something to wash it all

down with. What are you drinking, York?”

“Burgundy.”

“Fine, fetch me a bottle of the same.”



York looked amused. “You have a formidable appetite,

Captain.”

“This is a for-mid-a-bul town,” Marsh said carefully, “and a

formid-a-bul river, Mister York. Man’s got to keep his

strength up. This ain’t New York, nor London neither.”

“I’m quite aware of that,” York said.

“Well, I hope so, if you’re going into steamboatin’. It’s the

for-mid-a-bullest thing of all.”

“Shall we go directly to business, then? You own a packet

line. I wish to buy a half-interest. Since you are here, I take it

you are interested in my offer.”

“I’m considerable interested,” Marsh agreed, “and

considerable puzzled, too. You look like a smart man. I

reckon you checked me out before you wrote me this here

letter.” He tapped it with his finger. “You ought to know that

this last winter just about ruined me.

York said nothing, but something in his face bid Marsh

continue.

“The Fevre River Packet Company, that’s me,” Marsh went

on. “Called it that on account of where I was born, up on the

Fevre near Galena, not ’cause I only worked that river, since

I didn’t. I had six boats, working mostly the upper

Mississippi trade, St. Louis to St. Paul, with some trips up the

Fevre and the Illinois and the Missouri. I was doing just fine,

adding a new boat or two most every year, thinking of

moving into the Ohio trade, or maybe even New Orleans.

But last July my Mary Clarke blew a boiler and burned, up

near to Dubuque, burned right to the water line with a

hundred dead. And this winter—this was a terrible winter. I

had four of my boats wintering here at St. Louis. The



Nicholas Perrot, the Dunleith, the Sweet Fevre, and my

Elizabeth A., brand new, only four months in service and a

sweet boat too, near 300 feet long with 12 big boilers, fast

as any steamboat on the river. I was real proud of my lady

Liz. She cost me $200,000, but she was worth every penny

of it.” The soup arrived. Marsh tasted a spoonful and

scowled. “Too hot,” he said. “Well, anyway, St. Louis is a

good place to winter. Don’t freeze too bad down here, nor

too long. This winter was different, though. Yes, sir. Ice jam.

Damn river froze hard.” Marsh extended a huge red hand

across the table, palm up, and slowly closed his fingers into

a fist. “Put an egg in there and you get the idea, York. Ice

can crush a steamboat easier than I can crush an egg. When

it breaks up it’s even worse, big gorges sliding down the

river, smashing up wharfs, levees, boats, most everything.

Winter’s end, I’d lost my boats, all four of ’em. The ice took

’em away from me.”

“Insurance?” York asked.

Marsh set to his soup, sucking it up noisily. In between

spoons, he shook his head. “I’m not a gambling man, Mister

York. I never took no stock in insurance. It’s gambling, all it

is, ’cept you’re bettin’ against yourself. What money I made,

I put into my boats.”

York nodded. “I believe you still own one steamboat.”

“That I do,” Marsh said. He finished his soup and signaled

for the next course. “The Eli Reynolds, a little 150-ton stern-

wheeler. I been using her on the Illinois, ’cause she don’t

draw much, and she wintered in Peoria, missed the worse of

the ice. That’s my asset, sir, that’s what I got left. Trouble is,

Mister York, the Eli Reynolds ain’t worth much. She only cost

me $25,000 new, and that was back in ’50.”



“Seven years,” York said. “Not a very long time.”

Marsh shook his head. “Seven years is a powerful long

time for a steamboat,” he said. “Most of ’em don’t last but

four or five. River just eats ’em up. The Eli Reynolds was

better built than most, but still, she ain’t got that long left.”

Marsh started in on his oysters, scooping them up on the

half shell and swallowing them whole, washing each one

down with a healthy gulp of wine. “So I’m puzzled, Mister

York,” he continued after a half-dozen oysters had

disappeared. “You want to buy a half-share in my line, which

ain’t got but one small, old boat. Your letter named a price.

Too high a price. Maybe when I had six boats, then Fevre

River Packets was worth that much. But not now.” He gulped

down another oyster. “You won’t earn back your investment

in ten years, not with the Reynolds. She can’t take enough

freight, nor passengers neither.” Marsh wiped his lips on his

napkin, and regarded the stranger across the table. The

food had restored him, and now he felt like his own self

again, in command of the situation. York’s eyes were

intense, to be sure, but there was nothing there to fear.

“You need my money, Captain,” York said. “Why are you

telling me this? Aren’t you afraid I will find another partner?”

“I don’t work that way,” Marsh said. “Been on the river

thirty years, York. Rafted down to New Orleans when I was

just a boy, and worked flatboats and keelboats both before

steamers. I been a pilot and a mate and a striker, even a

mud clerk. Been everything there is to be in this business,

but one thing I never been, and that’s a sharper.”

“An honest man,” York said, with just enough of an edge in

his voice so Marsh could not be sure if he was being

mocked. “I am glad you saw fit to tell me the condition of



your company, Captain. I knew it already, to be sure. My

offer stands.”

“Why?” Marsh demanded gruffly. “Only a fool throws away

money. You don’t look like no fool.”

The food arrived before York could answer. Marsh’s

chickens were crisped up beautifully, just the way he liked

them. He sawed off a leg and started in hungrily. York was

served a thick cut of roasted beef, red and rare, swimming

in blood and juice. Marsh watched him attack it, deftly,

easily. His knife slid through the meat as if it were butter,

never pausing to hack or saw, as Marsh so often did. He

handled his fork like a gentleman, shifting hands when he

set down his knife. Strength and grace; York had both in

those long, pale hands of his, and Marsh admired that. He

wondered that he had ever thought them a woman’s hands.

They were white but strong, hard like the white of the keys

of the grand piano in the main cabin of the Eclipse.

“Well?” Marsh prompted. “You ain’t answered my

question.”

Joshua York paused for a moment. Finally he said, “You

have been honest with me, Captain Marsh. I will not repay

your honesty with lies, as I had intended. But I will not

burden you with the truth, either. There are things I cannot

tell you, things you would not care to know. Let me put my

terms to you, under these conditions, and see if we can

come to an agreement. If not, we shall part amiably.”

Marsh hacked the breast off his second chicken. “Go on,”

he said. “I ain’t leaving.”

York put down his knife and fork and made a steeple of his

fingers.



“For my own reasons, I want to be master of a steamboat.

I want to travel the length of this great river, in comfort and

privacy, not as passenger but as captain. I have a dream, a

purpose. I seek friends and allies, and I have enemies, many

enemies. The details are none of your concern. If you press

me about them, I will tell you lies. Do not press me.” His

eyes grew hard a moment, then softened as he smiled.

“Your only interest need be my desire to own and command

a steamboat, Captain. As you can tell, I am no riverman. I

know nothing of steamboats, or the Mississippi, beyond

what I have read in a few books and learned during the

weeks I have spent in St. Louis. Obviously, I need an

associate, someone who is familiar with the river and river

people, someone who can manage the day-to-day

operations of my boat, and leave me free to pursue my own

purposes.

“This associate must have other qualities as well. He must

be discreet, as I do not wish to have my behavior—which I

admit to be sometimes peculiar—become the talk of the

levee. He must be trustworthy, since I will give all

management over into his hands. He must have courage. I

do not want a weakling, or a superstitious man, or one who

is overly religious. Are you a religious man, Captain?”

“No,” said Marsh. “Never cared for bible-thumpers, nor

them for me.”

York smiled. “Pragmatic. I want a pragmatic man. I want a

man who will concentrate on his own part of the business,

and not ask too many questions of me. I value my privacy,

and if sometimes my actions seem strange or arbitrary or

capricious, I do not want them challenged. Do you

understand my requirements?”

Marsh tugged thoughtfully on his beard. “And if I do?”



“We will become partners,” York said. “Let your lawyers

and your clerks run your line. You will travel with me on the

river. I will serve as captain. You can call yourself pilot,

mate, co-captain, whatever you choose. The actual running

of the boat I will leave to you. My orders will be infrequent,

but when I do command, you will see to it that I am obeyed

without question. I have friends who will travel with us,

cabin passage, at no cost. I may see fit to give them

positions on the boat, with such duties as I may deem

fitting. You will not question these decisions. I may acquire

other friends along the river, and bring them aboard as well.

You will welcome them. If you can abide by such terms,

Captain Marsh, we shall grow rich together and travel your

river in ease and luxury.”

Abner Marsh laughed. “Well, maybe. But it ain’t my river,

Mister York, and if you think we’re going to travel in luxury

on the old Eli Reynolds, you’re going to be awful sore when

you come on board. She’s a rackety old tub with some

pretty poor accommodations, and most times she’s full of

foreigners taking deck passage to one unlikely place or the

other. I ain’t been on her in two years—old Cap’n Yoerger

runs her for me now—but last time I rode her, she smelled

pretty bad. You want luxury, you ought to see about buying

into the Eclipse or the John Simonds.”

Joshua York sipped at his wine, and smiled. “I did not have

the Eli Reynolds in mind, Captain Marsh.”

“She’s the only boat I got.”

York set down his wine. “Come,” he said, “let us settle up

here. We can proceed up to my room, and discuss matters

further.”



Marsh made a weak protest—the Planters’ House offered

an excellent dessert menu, and he hated to pass it up. York

insisted, however.

York’s room was a large, well-appointed suite, the best the

hotel had to offer, and usually reserved for rich planters up

from New Orleans. “Sit,” York said commandingly, gesturing

Marsh to a large, comfortable chair in the sitting room.

Marsh sat, while his host went into an inner chamber and

returned a moment later, bearing a small iron-bound chest.

He set it on a table and began to work the lock. “Come

here,” he said, but Marsh had already risen to stand behind

him. York threw back the lid.

“Gold,” Marsh said softly. He reached out and touched the

coins, running them through his fingers, savoring the feel of

the soft yellow metal, the gleam and the clatter of it. One

coin he brought to his mouth and tasted. “Real enough,” he

said, spitting. He chunked the coin back in the chest.

“Ten thousand dollars in twenty-dollar gold coins,” York

said. “I have two other chests just like it, and letters of

credit from banks in London, Philadelphia, and Rome for

sums considerably larger. Accept my offer, Captain Marsh,

and you shall have a second boat, one far grander than your

Eli Reynolds. Or perhaps I should say that we shall have a

second boat.” He smiled.

Abner Marsh had meant to turn down York’s offer. He

needed the money bad enough, but he was a suspicious

man with no use for mysteries, and York asked him to take

too much on faith. The offer had sounded too good; Marsh

was certain that danger lay hidden somewhere, and he

would be the worse for it if he accepted. But now, staring at

the color of York’s wealth, he felt his resolve weakening. “A

new boat, you say?” he said weakly.



“Yes,” York replied, “and that is over and above the price I

would pay you for a half-interest in your packet line.”

“How much . . .” Marsh began. His lips were dry. He licked

them nervously. “How much are you willin’ to spend to build

this new boat, Mister York?”

“How much is required?” York asked quietly.

Marsh took up a handful of gold coins, then let them rattle

through his fingers back into the chest. The gleam of them,

he thought, but all he said was, “You oughtn’t carry this

much about with you, York. There’s scoundrels would kill you

for one of them coins.”

“I can protect myself, Captain,” York said. Marsh saw the

look in his eyes and felt cold. He pitied the robber who tried

to take Joshua York’s gold.

“Will you take a walk with me? On the levee?”

“You haven’t given me my answer, Captain.”

“You’ll get your answer. Come first. Got something I want

you to see.”

“Very well,” York said. He closed the lid of the chest, and

the soft yellow gleam faded from the room, which suddenly

seemed close and dim.

The night air was cool and moist. Their boots sent up

echoes as they walked the dark, deserted streets, York with

a limber grace and Marsh with heavy authority. York wore a

loose pilot’s coat cut like a cape, and a tall old beaver hat

that cast long shadows in the light of the half-moon. Marsh

glared at the dark alleys between the bleak brick



warehouses, and tried to present an aspect of solid,

scowling strength sufficient to scare off ruffians.

The levee was crowded with steamboats, at least forty of

them tied up to landing posts and wharfboats. Even at this

hour all was not quiet. Huge stacks of freight threw black

shadows in the moonlight, and they passed roustabouts

lounging against crates and bales of hay, passing a bottle

from hand to hand or smoking their cob pipes. Lights still

burned in the cabin windows of a dozen or more boats. The

Missouri packet Wyandotte was lit and building steam. They

spied a man standing high up on the texas deck of one big

side-wheel packet, looking down at them curiously. Abner

Marsh led York past him, past the procession of darkened,

silent steamers, their tall chimneys etched against the stars

like a row of blackened trees with strange flowers on their

tops.

Finally he stopped before a great ornate side-wheeler,

freight piled high on her main deck, her stage raised against

unwanted intruders as she nuzzled against her weathered

old wharfboat. Even in the dimness of the half-moon the

splendor of her was clear. No steamer on the levee was

quite so big and proud.

“Yes?” Joshua York said quietly, respectfully. That might

have decided it right there, Marsh thought later—the

respect in his voice.

“That’s the Eclipse,”Marsh said. “See, her name is on the

wheelhouse, there.” He jabbed with his stick. “Can you read

it?”

“Quite well. I have excellent night vision. This is a special

boat, then?”



“Hell yes, she’s special. She’s the Eclipse. Every

goddamned man and boy on this river knows her. Old now—

she was built back in ’52, five years ago. But she’s still

grand. Cost $375,000, so they say, and worth all of it. There

ain’t never been a bigger, fancier, more formid-a-bul boat

than this one right here. I’ve studied her, taken passage on

her. I know.” Marsh pointed. “She measures 365 feet by 40,

and her grand saloon is 330 feet long, and you never seen

nothin’ like it. Got a gold statue of Henry Clay at one end,

and Andy Jackson at the other, the two of ’em glaring at

each other the whole damn way. More crystal and silver and

colored glass than the Planters’ House ever dreamed of, oil

paintings, food like you ain’t never tasted, and mirrors—

such mirrors. And all that’s nothin’ to her speed.

“Down below on the main deck she carries 15 boilers. Got

an 11-foot stroke, I tell you, and there ain’t a boat on any

river can run with her when Cap’n Sturgeon gets up her

steam. She’s done eighteen miles an hour upstream, easy.

Back in ’53, she set the record from New Orleans to

Louisville. I know her time by heart. Four days, nine hours,

thirty minutes, and she beat the goddamned A. L. Shotwell

by fifty minutes, fast as the Shotwell is.” Marsh rounded to

face York. “I hoped my Lady Liz would take the Eclipse some

day, beat her time or race her head to head, but she never

could of done it, I know that now. I was just foolin’ myself. I

didn’t have the money it takes to build a boat that can take

the Eclipse.

“You give me that money, Mister York, and you’ve got

yourself a partner. There’s your answer, sir. You want half of

Fevre River Packets, and a partner who runs things quiet

and don’t ask you no questions ’bout your business? Fine.

Then you give me the money to build a steamboat like

that.”



Joshua York stared at the big side-wheeler, serene and

silent in the darkness, floating easily on the water, ready for

all challengers. He turned to Abner Marsh with a smile on

his lips and a dim flame in his dark eyes. “Done,” was all he

said. And he extended his hand.

Marsh broke into a crooked, snaggle-toothed grin,

wrapped York’s slim white hand within his own meaty paw,

and squeezed. “Done, then,” he said loudly, and he brought

all his massive strength to bear, squeezing and crushing, as

he always did in business, to test the will and the courage of

the men he dealt with. He squeezed until he saw the pain in

their eyes.

But York’s eyes stayed clear, and his own hand clenched

hard around Marsh’s with a strength that was surprising.

Tighter and tighter it squeezed, and the muscles beneath

that pale flesh coiled and corded like springs of iron, and

Marsh swallowed hard and tried not to cry out.

York released his hand. “Come,” he said, clapping Marsh

solidly across the shoulders and staggering him a bit. “We

have plans to make.”



CHAPTER TWO

New Orleans,

May 1857

Sour Billy Tipton arrived at the French Exchange just after

ten, and watched them auction four casks of wine, seven

crates of dry goods, and a shipment of furniture before they

brought in the slaves. He stood silently, elbows up against

the long marble bar that extended halfway around the

rotunda, sipping an absinthe while he observed the

encanteurs hawk their wares in two languages. Sour Billy

was a dark, cadaverous man, his long horseface scarred by

the pox he’d had as a boy, his hair thin and brown and flaky.

He seldom smiled, and he had frightening ice-colored eyes.

Those eyes, those cold and dangerous eyes, were Sour

Billy’s protection. The French Exchange was a grand place,

altogether too grand for his tastes, and for a fact he did not

like to come there. It was in the rotunda of the St. Louis

Hotel, beneath a towering dome from which daylight

cascaded down onto auction block and bidders. The dome

was eighty feet across, easily. Tall pillars circled the room,

galleries ran round the inside of the dome, the ceiling was

elaborate and ornamental, the walls were covered with odd

paintings, the bar was solid marble, the floor was marble,

the desks of the encanteurs were marble. The patrons were



as fine as the decor; rich planters from upriver, and young

Creole dandies from the old city. Sour Billy loathed the

Creoles, them with their rich clothes and haughty ways and

dark, contemptuous eyes. He did not like to go among them.

They were hot-blooded and quarrelsome, much given to

dueling, and sometimes one of the young ones would take

offense at Sour Billy, at the way he mangled their language

and looked at their women, at the disreputable, scruffy,

presumptuous Americanness of him. But then they would

catch sight of his eyes, pale and staring and edged with

malice—and, often as not, they would turn away.

Still, left to his own devices, he’d do his nigger-buying

over at the American Exchange in the St. Charles, where

manners were less refined, English was spoken in place of

French, and he felt less out of place. The grandeur of the

rotunda in the St. Louis did not impress him, except for the

quality of the drinks they served.

He came there once a month, nonetheless, and had no

choice about it. The American Exchange was a good place

to buy a field hand or a cook, dark-skinned as you please,

but for a fancy girl, one of the young dusky octaroon

beauties that Julian preferred, you had to come to the

French Exchange. Julian wanted beauty, insisted on beauty.

Sour Billy did as Damon Julian told him.

It was about eleven when the last of the wine was cleared

away, and the traders began to bring in their merchandise

from the slave pens on Moreau and Esplanade and Common

Streets; men and women, old and young, and children too, a

disproportionate number of them light of skin and fair of

face. Intelligent as well, Sour Billy knew, probably French-

speaking. They were lined up along one side of the room for

inspection, and several of the young Creole men walked



along the row jauntily, making light comments to one

another and viewing today’s stock at close hand. Sour Billy

stayed by the bar and ordered another absinthe. He had

visited most of the yards yesterday, looked over what there

was to offer. He knew what he wanted.

One of the auctioneers brought down a mallet on his

marble desk, and at once the patrons ceased their

conversation and turned to give him their attention. He

gestured, and a young woman of about twenty climbed

unsteadily to the top of a nearby crate. She was a slight

quadroon with wide eyes, pretty in her way. She wore a

calico dress and had green ribbons in her hair, and the

auctioneer began singing her praises effusively. Sour Billy

watched with disinterest while two young Creoles bid her

up. She was finally sold for some $1400.

Next an older woman, said to be a fine cook, was

auctioned off, and then a young mother with two children,

all sold together. Sour Billy waited through several other

sales. It was a quarter past noon and the French Exchange

was jammed with bidders and spectators when the item he

had chosen came up.

Her name was Emily, the encanteur told them. “Look at

her, sirs,” he babbled in French, “just look at her. Such

perfection! It has been years since such a lot has been sold

here, years, and it will be years before we see another like

her.” Sour Billy was inclined to agree. Emily was sixteen or

seventeen, he judged, but already very much a woman. She

looked a little frightened up on the auction block, but the

dark simplicity of her dress set off her figure to good

advantage, and she had a beautiful face—big soft eyes and

fine café-au-lait skin. Julian will like this one.



The bidding was spirited. The planters had no use for such

a fancy girl, but six or seven of the Creoles were hot after

her. No doubt the other slaves had given Emily some idea

what might be in store for her. She was pretty enough to get

her freedom, in time, and to be kept by one of those fine

Creole dandies in a little house on Ramparts Street, at least

until he married. She’d go to the Quadroon Balls in the

Orleans Ballroom, wear silk gowns and ribbons, be the

cause of more than one duel. Her daughters would have

skin even lighter, and grow into the same fine life. Maybe

when she got old she’d learn to dress hair or run a boarding

house. Sour Billy sipped at his drink, cold-faced.

The bids rose. By $2,000 all but three of the bidders had

fallen out. At that point one of them, a swarthy bald-headed

man, demanded that she be stripped. The encanteur

snapped a curt command, and Emily gingerly undid her

dress and stepped out of it. Someone shouted up a lewd

compliment that drew a round of laughter from the

audience. The girl smiled weakly while the auctioneer

grinned and added a comment of his own. Then the bidding

resumed.

At $2,500 the bald-headed man dropped out, having

gotten his look. That left two bidders, both Creoles. They

topped one another three times in succession, forcing the

price up to $3,200. Then came the hesitation. The

auctioneer coaxed a final bid from the younger of the two

men: $3,300.

“Thirty-four hundred,” his opponent said quietly. Sour Billy

recognized him. He was a lean young Creole named

Montreuil, a notorious gambler and duelist.

The other man shook his head; the auction was over.

Montreuil was smirking at Emily with anticipation. Sour Billy



waited three heartbeats, until the mallet was about to fall.

Then he set aside his absinthe glass and said, “Thirty-seven

hundred,” in a loud clear voice.

Encanteur and girl both looked up in surprise. Montreuil

and several of his friends gave Billy dark, threatening looks.

“Thirty-eight hundred,” Montreuil said.

“Four thousand,” said Sour Billy.

It was a high price, even for such a beauty. Montreuil said

something to two men standing near him, and the three of

them suddenly spun on their heels and strode from the

rotunda without another word, their footsteps ringing angrily

on the marble.

“It seems like I won the auction,” Sour Billy said. “Get her

dressed and ready to go.” The others were all staring at

him.

“But of course!” the encanteur said. Another auctioneer

rose at his desk, and with his mallet summoned yet another

fancy girl to the attention of the crowd, and the French

Exchange began to buzz again.

Sour Billy Tipton led Emily down the long arcade from the

rotunda to St. Louis Street, past all the fashionable shops

where idlers and wealthy travelers gave them curious looks.

As he stepped out into daylight, blinking at the glare,

Montreuil came up beside him. “Monsieur,” he began.

“Talk English if you want to talk to me,” Sour Billy said

sharply. “It’s Mister Tipton out here, Montreuil.” His long

fingers twitched, and he fixed the other with his cold ice

eyes.



“Mister Tipton,” Montreuil said in a flat, unaccented

English. His face was vaguely flushed. Behind him, his two

companions stood stiffly. “I have lost girls before,” the

Creole said. “She is striking, but it is nothing, losing her. But

I take offense at the way you bid, Mister Tipton. You made a

mockery of me in there, taunting me with victory and

playing me for a fool.”

“Well, well,” Sour Billy said. “Well, well.”

“You play a dangerous game,” Montreuil warned. “Do you

know who I am? If you were a gentleman, I would call you

out, sir.”

“Dueling’s illegal, Montreuil,” Sour Billy said. “Hadn’t you

heard? And I’m no gentleman.” He turned back to the

quadroon girl, who was standing up near the wall of the

hotel, watching them. “Come,” he said. He walked off down

the sidewalk, and she followed.

“You shall be paid in kind for this, monsieur,”Montreuil

called after him.

Sour Billy paid him no mind and turned a corner. He

walked briskly, a swagger in his step that had been absent

inside the French Exchange. The streets were where Sour

Billy felt at home; there he had grown up, there he had

learned to survive. The slave girl Emily scurried after him as

best she could, her bare feet pounding on the brick

sidewalks. The streets of the Vieux Carré were lined with

brick and plaster houses, each with its graceful wrought-iron

balcony overhanging the narrow walk, fancy as you please.

But the roads themselves were unpaved, and the recent

rains had turned them into a sea of mud. Along the walks

were open gutters, deep ditches of cypress full of standing

water, fragrant with filth and raw sewage.



They passed neat little shops and slave pens with heavily

barred windows, passed elegant hotels and smoky grog

shops full of surly free niggers, passed close, humid alleys

and airy courtyards each with its well or fountain, passed

haughty Creole ladies with their escorts and chaperones and

a gang of runaway slaves in iron collars and chains cleaning

the gutters under the careful watch of a hard-eyed white

man with a whip. Shortly they passed out of the French

Quarter entirely, into the rawer, newer American section of

New Orleans. Sour Billy had left his horse tied up outside a

grog shop. He mounted it, and told the girl to walk along

beside him. They struck out south from the city, and soon

left the main roads, stopping only once, briefly, so Sour Billy

could rest his horse and eat some of the dry, hard bread and

cheese in his saddlebag. He let Emily suck up some water

from a stream.

“Are you my new massa, sir?” she asked him then, in

remarkably good English.

“Overseer,” said Sour Billy. “You’ll meet Julian tonight, girl.

After dark.” He smiled. “He’ll like you.” Then he told her to

shut up.

Since the girl was afoot their pace was laggardly, and it

was near dusk when they reached the Julian plantation. The

road ran along the bayou and wound through a thick stand

of trees, limbs heavy with Spanish moss. They rounded a

large, barren oak and came out into the fields, red-tinged in

the somber light of the setting sun. They lay fallow and

overgrown from the water’s edge to the house. There was

an old, rotting wharf and a woodyard along the bayou for

passing steamers, and behind the great house a row of

slave shanties. But there were no slaves, and the fields had

not been worked in some years. The house was not large as

plantation houses go, nor particularly grand; it was a stolid,



square structure of graying wood, paint flaking from its

sides, its only striking aspect a high tower with a widow’s

walk around it.

“Home,” said Sour Billy.

The girl asked if the plantation had a name.

“Used to,” Sour Billy said, “years ago, when Garoux owned

it. But he took sick and died, him and all his fine sons, and it

don’t got no name now. Now shut your mouth and hurry.”

He led her around back, to his own entrance, and opened

the padlock with a key he wore on a chain around his neck.

He had three rooms of his own, in the servants’ portion of

the house. He pulled Emily into the bedroom. “Get out of

them clothes,” Sour Billy snapped.

The girl fumbled to obey, but looked at him with fear in

her eyes.

“Don’t look like that,” he said. “You’re Julian’s, I ain’t going

to mess with you. I’ll be heatin’ some water. There’s a tub in

the kitchen. You’ll wash the filth off you, and dress.” He

threw open a wardrobe of intricately carved wood, pulled

out a dark brocade gown. “Here, this’ll fit.”

She gasped. “I can’t wear nothin’ like that. That’s a white

lady’s dress.”

“You shut your mouth and do like I tell you,” Sour Billy

said. “Julian wants you pretty, girl.” Then he left her and

went through into the main part of the house.

He found Julian in the library, sitting quietly in darkness in

a great leather chair, a brandy snifter in his hand. All around

him, covered with dust, were the books that had belonged



to old René Garoux and his sons. None of them had been

touched in years. Damon Julian was not a reader.

Sour Billy entered and stood a respectful distance away,

silent until Julian spoke.

“Well?” the voice from the darkness asked at last.

“Four thousand,” Sour Billy said, “but you’ll like her. A

young one, nice and tender, beautiful, real beautiful.”

“The others will be here soon. Alain and Jean are here

already, the fools. The thirst is on them. Bring her to the

ballroom when she is ready.”

“Yes,” Sour Billy said quickly. “There was trouble at the

auction, Mister Julian.”

“Trouble?”

“A Creole sharper, name of Montreuil. He wanted her too,

didn’t like being outbid. Think he might get curious. He’s a

gambler, seen a lot around the gaming rooms. Want me to

take care of him some night?”

“Tell me about him,” Julian commanded. His voice was

liquid, soft and deep and sensuous, rich as a fine cognac.

“Young, dark. Black eyes, black hair. Tall. A duelist, they

say. Hard man. Strong and lean, but he’s got a pretty face,

like so many of them do.”

“I will see to him,” Damon Julian said.

“Yes, sir,” said Sour Billy Tipton. He turned and went back

to his rooms.



Emily was transformed when she slipped into the brocade

gown. Slave and child alike vanished; washed and dressed

properly, she was a woman of dark, almost ethereal beauty.

Sour Billy inspected her carefully. “You’ll do,” he said.

“Come, you’re goin’ to a ball.”

The ballroom was the largest and grandest chamber in the

house, lit by three huge cut-glass chandeliers burning with a

hundred tiny candles. Bayou landscapes done in rich oils

hung on the walls, and the floors were beautifully polished

wood. At one end of the room wide double doors opened out

onto a foyer; at the other, a great staircase rose and

branched off to either side, its banisters gleaming.

They were waiting when Sour Billy led her in.

Nine of them were on hand, including Julian himself; six

men, three women, the men in dark suits of European cut,

the women in pale silken gowns. Except for Julian, they

waited on the staircase, still and silent, respectful. Sour Billy

knew them all: the pale women who called themselves

Adrienne and Cynthia and Valerie, dark handsome Raymond

with the boy’s face, Kurt whose eyes burned like hot coals,

all the others. One of them, Jean, trembled slightly as he

waited, his lips pulled back from long white teeth, his hand

moving in small spasms. The thirst was on him badly, but he

did not act. He waited for Damon Julian. All of them waited

for Damon Julian.

Julian walked across the ballroom to the slave girl Emily.

He moved with the stately grace of a cat. He moved like a

lord, like a king. He moved like darkness flowing, liquid and

inevitable. He was a dark man, somehow, though his skin

was very pale; his hair was black and curling, his clothing

somber, his eyes glittering flint.



He stopped before her and smiled. Julian had a charming,

sophisticated smile. “Exquisite,” he said simply.

Emily blushed and stammered. “Shut up,” Sour Billy told

her sharply. “Don’t you talk unless Mister Julian tells you to.”

Julian ran his finger along one soft, dark cheek, and the

girl trembled and tried to stand still. He stroked her hair

languidly, then raised her face toward his and let his eyes

drink from her own. At that Emily shied and cried out with

alarm, but Julian placed his hands on either side of her face,

and would not let her look away. “Lovely,” he said. “You are

beautiful, child. We appreciate beauty here, all of us.” He

released her face, took one of her small hands in his own,

raised it, and turned it over and bowed to plant a soft kiss

on the inside of her wrist.

The slave girl was still shaking, but she did not resist.

Julian turned her slightly, and gave her arm to Sour Billy

Tipton. “Will you do the honors, Billy?”

Sour Billy reached behind him, and pulled the knife from

the sheath in the small of his back. Emily’s dark eyes bulged

wide and frightened and she tried to pull away, but he had a

firm grip on her and he was fast, very fast. The blade had

scarcely come into view and suddenly it was wet; a single

swift slash across the inside of her wrist, where Julian had

planted his lips. Blood welled from the wound and began to

drip onto the floor, the patters loud in the stillness of the

ballroom.

Briefly the girl whimpered, but before she quite knew what

was happening Sour Billy had sheathed his knife and

stepped away and Julian had taken her hand again. He

raised her slim arm up once more, and bent his lips to her

wrist, and began to suck.



Sour Billy retreated to the door. The others left the stair

and came closer, the women’s gowns whispering softly.

They stood in a hungry circle about Julian and his prey, their

eyes dark and hot. When Emily lost consciousness, Sour

Billy sprang forward and caught her beneath the arms,

supporting her. She weighed almost nothing at all.

“Such beauty,” Julian muttered when he broke free of her,

lips moist, eyes heavy and sated. He smiled.

“Please, Damon,” implored the one called Jean, shaking

like a man with the fever.

Blood ran slowly, darkly down Emily’s arm as Julian gave

Jean a cold, malignant stare. “Valerie,” he said, “you are

next.” The pale young woman with the violet eyes and

yellow gown came forward, knelt daintily, and began to lick

at the terrible flow. Not until she had licked the arm clean

did she press her mouth to the open wound.

Raymond went next, by Julian’s leave, then Adrienne, then

Jorge. Finally, when the others were done, Julian turned to

Jean with a smile and a gesture. He fell on her with a stifled

sob, wrenching her from Sour Billy’s embrace, and began to

tear at the soft flesh of her throat. Damon Julian grimaced

with distaste. “When he is done,” he told Sour Billy, “clean it

up.”



CHAPTER THREE

New Albany, Indiana,

June 1857

The mists were thick on the river and the air damp and

chilly. It was just after midnight when Joshua York, finally

arrived from St. Louis, met Abner Marsh in the deserted

boatyards of New Albany. Marsh had been waiting for almost

half an hour when York appeared, striding out of the fog like

some pale apparition. Behind him, silent as shadows, came

four others.

Marsh grinned toothily. “Joshua,” he said. He nodded

curtly to the others. He had met them briefly back in April,

in St. Louis, before he had taken passage to New Albany to

supervise the building of his dream. They were York’s friends

and traveling companions, but an odder bunch Marsh had

never met. Two of them were men of indeterminate age with

foreign names that he could neither remember nor

pronounce; he called ’em Smith and Brown, to York’s

amusement. They were always yapping at each other in

some outlandish gibble-gabble. The third man, a hollow-

cheeked Easterner who dressed like a mortician, was called

Simon and never spoke at all. The woman, Katherine, was

said to be a Britisher. She was tall and kind of stooped, with

a sickly, decaying look to her. She reminded Marsh of a



great white vulture. But she was York’s friend, all of them

were, and York had warned him that he might have peculiar

friends, so Abner Marsh held his tongue.

“Good evening, Abner,” York said. He stopped and glanced

around the yards, where the half-built steamers lay like so

many skeletons amid the gray flowing mists. “Cold night,

isn’t it? For June?”

“That it is. You come far?”

“I’ve taken a suite at the Galt House over in Louisville. We

hired a boat to take us across the river.” His cool gray eyes

studied the nearest steamboat with interest. “Is this one

ours?”

Marsh snorted. “This little thing? Hell no, that’s just some

cheap stern-wheeler they’re building for the Cincinnati

trade. You don’t think I’d put no damned stern-wheel on our

boat, do you?”

York smiled. “Forgive my ignorance. Where is our boat,

then?”

“Come this way,” Marsh said, gesturing broadly with his

walking stick. He led them half across the boatyard.

“There,” he said, pointing.

The mists gave way for them, and there she stood, high

and proud, dwarfing all the other boats around her. Her

cabins and rails gleamed with fresh paint pale as snow,

bright even in the gray shroud of fog. Way up on her texas

roof, halfway to the stars, her pilot house seemed to glitter;

a glass temple, its ornate cupola decorated all around with

fancy woodwork as intricate as Irish lace. Her chimneys,

twin pillars that stood just forward of the texas deck, rose up

a hundred feet, black and straight and haughty. Their



feathered tops bloomed like two dark metal flowers. Her hull

was slender and seemed to go on forever, with her stern

obscured by the fog. Like all the first-class boats, she was a

side-wheeler. Set amidship, the huge curved wheelhouses

loomed gigantic, hinting at the vast power of the paddle

wheels concealed within them. They seemed all the larger

for want of the name that would soon be emblazoned across

them.

In the night and the fog, amid all those smaller, plainer

boats, she seemed a vision, a white phantom from some

riverman’s dream. She took the breath away, Marsh thought

as they stood there.

Smith was gibbling and Brown was gabbling back at him,

but Joshua York just looked. For the longest time he looked,

and then he nodded. “We have created something beautiful,

Abner,” he said.

Marsh smiled.

“I had not expected to find her so close to finished,” York

said.

“This is New Albany,” said Marsh. “That’s why I came

here, instead of one of the boatyards in St. Louis. They been

buildin’ steamboats here since I was a boy, built twenty-two

of ’em just last year, probably have almost that many this

year. I knew they could do the job for us. You should have

been here. I came in with one of those little chests of gold,

and I dumped it all over the superintendent’s desk, and I

says to him, I says, ‘I want a steamer built, and I want it

built quick, and I want it to be the fastest and prettiest and

best damn heller of a boat that you ever damn built, you

hear? Now you get me some engineers, your best, I don’t

care if you got to drag ’em out of some cathouse over to



Louisville, you get ’em to me tonight, so we can begin. And

you get me the best damn carpenters and painters and

boilermakers and all the damn rest, cause if I get anything

but the best, you’re goin’ to be a mighty sorry man.’ ”

Marsh laughed. “You should of seen him, didn’t know

whether to look at that gold or lissen to me, both scared him

half to death. But he did us right, that he did.” He nodded

toward the boat. “Course, she’s not finished. Trim needs to

be painted, goin’ do it up mostly in blue and silver, to go

with all that silver you wanted in the saloon. And we’re still

waitin’ on some of the fancy furniture and mirrors you

ordered from Philadelphia, and such things. But mostly she’s

done, Joshua, mostly she’s ready. Come, I’ll show you.”

Workmen had abandoned a lantern atop a pile of lumber

near the stern of the boat. Marsh struck a match on his leg,

lit the lantern, and thrust it imperiously at Brown. “Here,

you, carry this,” he said brusquely. He went clomping

heavily up a long board onto the main deck, the others

trailing behind. “Careful what you touch,” he said, “some of

the paint’s still wet.”

The lowest, or main, deck was full of machinery. The

lantern burned with a clear, steady light, but Brown kept

moving it around, so the shadows of the hulking machines

seemed to shift and jump ominously, as if they were things

alive. “Here, hold that still,” Marsh commanded. He turned

to York and began to point, his stick jabbing like a long

hickory finger toward the boilers, great metal cylinders that

ran along either side of the forepart of the deck. “Eighteen

boilers,” Marsh said proudly, “three more than the Eclipse.

Thirty-eight-inch diameters, twenty-eight-foot long, each of

’em.” His stick waggled. “Furnaces are all done up with

firebrick and sheet iron, got ’em up on brackets clear of the

deck, cuts down on the chance of fires.” He traced the path

of the steam lines overhead, running from the boilers back



to the engines, and they all turned toward the stern. “We

got thirty-six-inch cylinders, high pressure, and we got

ourselves an eleven-foot stroke, same as the Eclipse. This

boat is goin’ chew up that old river something terrible, I tell

you.”

Brown gabbled, Smith gibbled, and Joshua York smiled.

“Come on up,” Marsh said. “Your friends don’t seem too

interested in the engines, but they ought to like it just fine

upstairs.”

The staircase was wide and ornate, polished oak with

graceful fluted banisters. It began up near the bow, its width

hiding the boilers and engines from those boarding, then

broke in two and curled gracefully to either side to open on

the second, or boiler, deck. They walked along the starboard

side, with Marsh and his stick and Brown and the lantern

leading the way, their boots clacking on the hardwood deck

of the promenade as they marveled at the fine gothic detail

of the pillars and the guard rails, all the painstakingly

shaped wood, carved with flowers and curlicues and acorns.

Stateroom doors and windows ran fore and aft in a long,

long row; the doors were dark walnut, the windows stained

glass. “Staterooms aren’t furnished yet,” Marsh said,

opening a door and leading them into one, “but we’re

getting nothing but the best, featherbeds and feather

pillows, a mirror and an oil lamp for each room. Our cabins

are larger than usual, too—won’t be able to take quite as

many passengers as some other boat our size, but they’ll

have more room.” He smiled. “We can charge ’em more

too.”

Each cabin had two doors; one leading out onto the deck,

the other inward, to the grand saloon, the main cabin of the



steamer. “Main cabin isn’t near finished,” Marsh said, “but

come look at it anyway.”

They entered and stopped, while Brown raised the lantern

to cast light all up and down the vast, echoing length of it.

The grand saloon extended the length of the boiler deck,

continuous and unobstructed except by a midship gangway.

“Fore portion is the gents’ cabin, aft for the ladies,” Marsh

explained. “Take a look. Ain’t done yet, but she’ll be

something. That marble bar there is forty foot long, and

we’re going to put a mirror behind it just as big. Got it on

order now. We’ll have mirrors on every stateroom door too,

with silver frames around ’em, and a twelve-foot-high mirror

there, at the aft end of the ladies’ cabin.” He pointed

upward with his stick. “Can’t see nothing now, with it being

dark and all, but the skylights are stained glass, run the

whole length of the cabin. We’re going to put down one of

them Brussels carpets, and carpets in all the staterooms

too. We got a silver water cooler with silver cups that’s

going to stand on a fancy wooden table, and we got a grand

piano, and brand new velvet chairs, and real linen

tablecloths. None of it is here yet, though.”

Even empty of carpeting, mirrors, and furniture, the long

cabin had a splendor to it. They walked down it slowly, in

silence, and in the moving light of the lantern bits of its

stately beauty suddenly took form from the darkness, only

to vanish again behind them: The high arched ceiling with

its curving beams, carved and painted with detail as fine as

fairy lace. Long rows of slim columns flanking the stateroom

doors, trimmed with delicate fluting. The black marble bar

with its thick veins of color. The oily sheen of dark wood.

The double row of chandeliers, each with four great crystal

globes hanging from a spiderweb of wrought iron, wanting

only oil and a flame and all those mirrors to wake the whole

saloon to glorious, glittering light.



“I thought the cabins too small,” Katherine said suddenly,

“but this room will be grand.”

Marsh frowned at her. “The cabins are big, ma’am. Eight

foot square. Six is usual. This is a steamer, you know.” He

turned away from her, pointed with his walking stick.

“Clerk’s office will be all the way forward there, the kitchen

and the washrooms are by the wheelhouses. I know just the

cook I want to get, too. Used to work on my Lady Liz.”

The roof of the boiler deck was the hurricane deck. They

walked up a narrow stair and emerged forward of the great

black iron smokestacks, then up a shorter stair to the texas

deck, which ran back from the stacks to the wheelhouses.

“Crew’s cabins,” Marsh said, not bothering with a tour. The

pilot house stood atop the texas. He led them up and in.

From here, the whole yards were visible; all the lesser

boats wrapped in mist, the black waters of the Ohio River

beyond, and even the distant lights of Louisville, ghostly

flickers in the fog. The interior of the pilot house was large

and plush. The windows were of the best and clearest glass,

with stained glass trim around them. Everywhere shone

dark wood, and polished silver pale and cold in the lantern

light.

And there was the wheel. Only the top half of it was

visible, so huge was it, and even that stood as high as

Marsh himself, while the bottom half was set in a slot in the

floorboards. It was fashioned of soft black teak, cool and

smooth to the touch, and the spokes wore ornamental silver

bands like a dancehall girl wears garters. The wheel seemed

to cry out for a pilot’s hands.

Joshua York came up to the wheel and touched it, running

a pale hand over the black wood and silver. Then he took



hold of it, as if he were a pilot himself, and for a long

moment he stood like that, the wheel in his hands and his

gray eyes brooding as they stared out into the night and the

unseasonable June fog. The others all fell silent, and for a

brief moment Abner Marsh could almost feel the steamboat

move, over some dark river of the mind, on a voyage

strange and endless.

Joshua York turned then, and broke the spell. “Abner,” he

said, “I would like to learn to steer this boat. Can you teach

me to pilot?”

“Pilot, eh?” Marsh said, surprised. He had no difficulty

imagining York as a master and a captain, but piloting was

something else—yet somehow the very asking made him

warm to his partner, made him understandable after all.

Abner Marsh knew what it was to want to pilot. “Well,

Joshua,” he said, “I’ve done my share of piloting, and it’s the

grandest feeling in the world. Being a captain, that ain’t

nothin’ to piloting. But it ain’t something you just pick up, if

you know what I’m saying.”

“The wheel looks simple enough to master,” York said.

Marsh laughed. “Hell yes, but it’s not the wheel you got to

learn. It’s the river, York, the river. The old Mississippi

hisself. I was a pilot for eight years, before I got my own

boats, licensed for the upper Mississippi and the Illinois.

Never for the Ohio, though, or the lower Mississippi, and for

all I knew about steamboatin’ I couldn’t have piloted no boat

on those rivers to save my life—didn’t know ’em. Those I did

know, it took me years to learn ’em, and the learnin’ never

stopped. By now I been out of the pilot house for so long

that I’d have to learn ’em all over again. The river changes,

Joshua, that it does. Ain’t never the same twice in a row,

and you got to know every inch of it.” Marsh strolled to the



wheel and put one of his own hands on it, fondly. “Now, I

plan to pilot this boat, at least once. I dreamed about her

too long not to want to take her in my hands. When we go

against the Eclipse, I mean to stand a spell in the pilot

house, that I do. But she’s too grand a boat for anything but

the New Orleans trade, and that means the lower river, so

I’m going to have to start learnin’ myself, learn every damn

foot. Takes time, takes work.” He looked at York. “You still

want to pilot, now that you know what it means?”

“We can learn together, Abner,” York replied.

York’s companions were growing restless. They wandered

from window to window, Brown shifting the lantern from one

hand to the other, Simon as grim as a cadaver. Smith said

something to York in their foreign tongue. York nodded. “We

must be going back,” he said.

Marsh glanced around one final time, reluctant to leave

even now, and led them from the pilot house.

When they had trudged partway through the boatyards,

York turned and looked back toward their steamboat where

she sat on her pilings, pale against the darkness. The others

stopped as well, and waited silently.

“Do you know Byron?” York asked Marsh.

Marsh thought a minute. “Know a fellow named Blackjack

Pete used to pilot on the Grand Turk. I think his last name

was Brian.”

York smiled. “Not Brian, Byron. Lord Byron, the English

poet.”

“Oh,” said Marsh. “Him. I’m not much a one for poems. I

think I heard of him, though. Gimp, wasn’t he? And quite a



one for the ladies.”

“The very one, Abner. An astounding man. I had the good

fortune to meet him once. Our steamboat put me in mind of

a poem he once wrote.” He began to recite.

She walks in Beauty, like the night

                   Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

And all that’s best of dark and bright

                   Meet in her aspect and her eyes:

Thus mellowed to that tender light

                   Which Heaven to gaudy day denies.

“Byron wrote of a woman, of course, but the words seem

to fit our boat as well, do they not? Look at her, Abner! What

do you think?”

Abner Marsh didn’t quite know what to think; your

average steamboatman didn’t go around spouting poetry,

and he didn’t know what to say to one who did. “Very

interesting, Joshua,” was all he managed.

“What shall we name her?” York asked, his eyes still fixed

on the boat, and a slight smile on his face. “Does the poem

suggest anything?”

Marsh frowned. “We’re not going to name her after any

gimp Britisher, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said

gruffly.

“No,” said York, “I wasn’t suggesting that. I had in mind

something like Dark Lady, or—”



“I had somethin’ in mind myself,” Marsh said. “We’re

Fevre River Packets, after all, and this boat is all I ever

dreamed come true.” He lifted his hickory stick and pointed

at the wheelhouse. “We’ll put it right there, big blue and

silver letters, real fancy. Fevre Dream.”He smiled. “Fevre

Dream against the Eclipse, they’ll talk about that race till all

of us are dead.”

For a moment, something strange and haunted moved in

Joshua York’s gray eyes. Then it was gone as swiftly as it

had come. “Fevre Dream,” he said. “Don’t you think that

choice a bit . . . oh, ominous? It suggests sickness to me,

fever and death and twisted visions. Dreams that . . .

dreams that should not be dreamed, Abner.”

Marsh frowned. “I don’t know about that. I like it.”

“Will people ride in a boat with such a name? Steamboats

have been known to carry typhoid and yellow fever. Do we

wish to remind them of such things?”

“They rode my Sweet Fevre,”Marsh said. “They ride the

War Eagle, and the Ghost, even boats named after Red

Indians. They’d ride her.”

The gaunt, pale one named Simon said something then, in

a voice that rasped like a rusty saw and a language strange

to Marsh, though it was not the one Smith and Brown

babbled in. York heard him and his face took on a thoughtful

cast, though it still seemed troubled. “Fevre Dream,” he said

again. “I had hoped for a—a healthier name, but Simon has

made a point to me. Have your way then, Abner. The Fevre

Dream she is.”

“Good,” Marsh said.



York nodded absently. “Let us meet tomorrow for dinner at

the Galt House. At eight. We can make plans for our voyage

to St. Louis, discuss crew and provisioning, if that is

agreeable to you.”

Marsh voiced a gruff assent, and York and his companions

went off toward their boat, vanishing into the mists. Long

after they had gone Marsh stood in the boatyards, staring at

the still, silent steamer. “Fevre Dream,” he said loudly, just

to test the taste of the words on his tongue. But oddly, for

the first time, the name seemed wrong in his ears, fraught

with connotations he did not like. He shivered,

unaccountably cold for a moment, then snorted and set off

for bed.



CHAPTER FOUR

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Ohio River, 

July 1857

The Fevre Dream left New Albany by dark, on a sultry night

early in July. In all his years on the river, Abner Marsh had

never felt so alive as he did that day. He spent the morning

attending to last minute details in Louisville and New

Albany; hiring a barber and lunching with the men from the

boatyards and posting a handful of letters. In the heat of the

afternoon, he settled into his cabin, made a last check round

the steamer to make certain everything was right, and

greeted some of the cabin passengers as they arrived.

Supper was a rushed affair, and then he was off to the main

deck to check the engineer and the strikers checking the

boilers, and to supervise the mate as he supervised the

loading of the last of the cargo. The sun beat down

relentlessly and the air hung thick and still, so the

roustabouts gleamed with sweat as they carried crates and

bales and barrels up the narrow loading planks, the mate

cussing at them all the while. Across the river to Louisville,

Marsh knew, other steamers were departing or loading up

as well: the big, low-pressure Jacob Strader of the Cincinnati

Mail Line, the swift Southerner of the Cincinnati & Louisville

Packet Company, a half-dozen smaller boats. He watched to



see if any of ’em went down the river, feeling awful good

despite the heat and the swarms of mosquitoes that had

risen from the river when the sun went down.

The main deck was crammed with cargo fore and aft,

filling most all the space not taken up by the boilers and

furnaces and engines. She was carrying a hundred-fifty tons

of bale leaf tobacco, thirty tons of bar iron, countless barrels

of sugar and flour and brandy, crates of fancy furniture for

some rich man in St. Louis, a couple blocks of salt, some

bolts of silk and cotton, thirty barrels of nails, eighteen

boxes of rifles, some books and papers and sundries. And

lard. One dozen big barrels of the finest lard. But the lard

wasn’t cargo, properly; Marsh had bought it himself and

ordered it stowed on board.

The main deck was crammed with passengers as well,

men and women and children, thick as the river mosquitoes,

swarming and milling amid the cargo. Near three hundred of

’em had crowded on, paying a dollar each for passage to St.

Louis. Passage was all they got; they ate what food they

brought on board with them, and the lucky ones found a

place to sleep on the deck. They were mostly foreigners,

Irish and Swedes and big Dutchmen all yelling at each other

in languages Marsh didn’t know, drinking and cussing and

slapping their kids. A few trappers and common laborers

were down there as well, too poor for anything but deck

passage at Marsh’s bargain rates.

The cabin passengers had paid a full ten dollars, at least

those who were going all the way to St. Louis. Almost all the

cabins were full, even at that rate; the clerk told Marsh they

had one hundred seventy-seven cabin passengers aboard,

which Marsh figured had to be a good number, with all those

sevens in it. The roster included a dozen planters, the head

of a big St. Louis fur company, two bankers, a rich Britisher



and his three daughters, and four nuns going to Iowa. They

also had a preacher on board, but that was all right since

they weren’t carrying no gray mare; it was well known

among rivermen that having a preacher and a gray mare on

board was an invitation to disaster.

As for the crew, Marsh was right pleased with it. The two

pilots, now, were nothing special, but they were only hired

on temporary to take the steamer to St. Louis, since they

were Ohio River pilots and the Fevre Dream was going to

work the New Orleans trade. He had already written letters

to St. Louis and New Orleans, and he had a couple of

lightning lower Mississippi pilots waiting for them at the

Planters’ House. The rest of the crew, though, were as good

as any steamboatmen on any river anywhere, Marsh was

sure. The engineer was Whitey Blake, a peppery little man

whose fierce white whiskers always had grease stains in ’em

from the engines. Whitey had been with Abner Marsh on the

Eli Reynolds, and later on the Elizabeth A. and the Sweet

Fevre, and there wasn’t no one understood a steam engine

better than he did. Jonathon Jeffers, the clerk, had gold

spectacles and slicked-back brown hair and fancy button

gaiters, but he was a terror at ciphering and dickering,

never forgot anything, struck a mean bargain and played a

meaner game of chess. Jeffers had been in the line’s main

office until Marsh had written him to come down to the

Fevre Dream. He’d come right away; for all of his dandified

appearance, Jeffers was a riverman through to his dark

ciphering soul. He carried a gold-handled sword cane too.

The cook was a free colored man named Toby Lanyard, who

had been with Marsh fourteen years, ever since Marsh

tasted his cooking down in Natchez, bought him, and gave

him his freedom. And the mate—who was named Michael

Theodore Dunne though nobody ever called him anything

but Hairy Mike except for the roustabouts, who called him

Mister Dunne Sir—was one of the biggest and meanest and



stubbornest men on the river. He was well over six foot tall,

with green eyes and black whiskers and thick black curly

hair all over his arms and legs and chest. He had a foul

mouth and a bad temper and never went noplace without

his three-foot-long black iron billet. Abner Marsh had never

seen Hairy Mike hit anyone with that billet, except once or

twice, but it was always wrapped in his hand, and there was

talk among the roustabouts that he’d once split open the

head of a man who’d dropped a cask of brandy in the river.

He was a hard, fair mate, and no one dropped anything

when he was watching. Everyone on the river respected the

hell out of Hairy Mike Dunne.

It was a damn fine crew, those men on the Fevre Dream.

Right from the first day, they all did their jobs, so by the

time the stars were all out over New Albany, the cargo and

the passengers were on board and on the records, the

steam was up and the furnaces were roaring with a terrible

ruddy light and enough heat to make the main deck warmer

than Natchez-under-the-hill on a good night, and a fine meal

was a-cooking in the kitchen. Abner Marsh checked it all,

and when he was satisfied he climbed on up to the pilot

house, which stood resplendent and dignified above all the

chaos and bellowing below. “Back her out,” he said to his

pilot. And the pilot called down for some steam, and set the

two great side wheels to backing. Abner Marsh stood back

of him respectfully, and the Fevre Dream slid smoothly out

onto the black, starlit waters of the Ohio.

Once out in the river, the pilot reversed the wheels and

turned her to downstream, and the big steamer vibrated a

little and slipped into the main channel easy as you please,

the wheels going chunkachunka chunkachunka as they

churned and roiled the water, the boat moving along faster

and faster, with the speed of the current and her own

steam, sparklin’ along swift as a steamboater’s dream, swift



as sin, swift as the Eclipse herself. Above their heads, the

chimneys gave off two long streamers of black smoke, and

clouds of sparks flew out and vanished behind them,

settling to the river to die like so many red and orange

fireflies. To Abner Marsh’s eyes, the smoke and steam and

sparks they trailed behind them were a finer, grander sight

than all the fireworks they’d seen in Louisville on the Fourth.

The pilot reached up and sounded their steam whistle then,

and the long shrill scream of it deafened them; it was a

wonderful whistle, with a wild keening edge to it and a blast

that could be heard for miles.

Not until the lights of Louisville and New Albany

disappeared behind them and the Fevre Dream was

steaming between banks as black and empty as they’d been

a century ago did Abner Marsh become aware that Joshua

York had come up to the pilot house and was standing by his

side.

He was done up all fine, in trousers and tailcoat of the

purest white, with a deep blue vest, a white shirt full of

ruffles and fancies, and a blue silk tie. The watch chain that

stretched across his vest was silver, and on one pale hand

York wore a big silver ring, with a bright blue stone set in it,

gleaming. White and blue and silver; those were the boat’s

colors, and York looked a part of her. The pilot house was

hung with showy blue and silver curtains, and the big

stuffed couch to the back of it was blue, and the oilcloth,

too. “Why, I like your getup, Joshua,” Marsh said to him.

York smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “It seemed appropriate.

You look striking as well.” Marsh had bought himself a new

pilot’s jacket with shiny brass buttons, and a cap with the

steamer’s name embroidered on it in silver thread.



“Yeah,” Marsh replied. He was never at ease with

compliments; cussing was easier and more comfortable to

him. “Well,” he said, “were you up when we left?” York had

been sleeping in the captain’s cabin on the texas deck most

of the day, while Marsh sweated and worried and performed

most of the captain’s actual duties. Marsh had slowly grown

accustomed to the way York and his companions lived up

the nights and slept during the day. He’d known others

who’d done the same, and the one time he’d asked York

about it, Joshua had just smiled and spouted that poem

about “gaudy day” at Marsh again.

“I was standing on the hurricane deck, forward of the

chimneys, watching everything. It was cool up there, once

we got underway.”

“A fast steamer makes her own wind,” Marsh said. “Don’t

matter how hot the day is or how fierce the wood’s burning,

it’s always fine and cool up above. Sometimes I feel a mite

sorry for those down on the main deck, but what the hell,

they’re only payin’ a dollar.”

“Of course,” Joshua York agreed.

The boat gave a heavy thunk just then, and shook slightly.

“What was that?” York asked.

“We just run over a log, probably,” Marsh replied. “That

so?” he asked the pilot.

“Grazed it,” the man replied. “Don’t fret, Cap’n. No

damage done.”

Abner Marsh nodded and turned back to York. “Well,

should we be going on down to the main cabin? The

passengers will all be up and about, seeing as how this is



the first night out, so we can meet a few of ’em, talk ’em up,

see that everything is good and proper.”

“I’d be glad to,” York replied. “But first, Abner, will you join

me in my cabin for a drink? We ought to celebrate our

departure, don’t you agree?”

Marsh shrugged. “A drink? Well, I don’t see why not.” He

tipped his cap at the pilot. “Good night, Mister Daly. I’ll have

some coffee sent up for you, if you’d like.”

They left the pilot house and repaired to the captain’s

cabin, pausing for a moment while York unlocked the door—

he had insisted that his cabin, and indeed all the staterooms

on the boat, have good locks. That was a bit peculiar, but

Marsh had been willing to acquiesce. York wasn’t used to life

on a steamer, after all, and most of his other requests had

been sensible enough, like all that silver and the mirrors

that made the main saloon such a splendid place.

York’s cabin was three times the length of the passenger

staterooms and twice as wide, so by steamer standards it

was immense. But this was the first time Abner Marsh had

been inside it since York had taken possession, so he looked

around curiously. A pair of oil lamps on opposite sides of the

cabin gave the interior a warm, cozy light. The wide stained-

glass windows were dark now, shuttered off and curtained

with heavy black velvet that looked soft and rich in the

lamplight. In one corner was a tall chest of drawers with a

basin of water set atop it, and a silver-framed mirror on the

wall. There was a narrow but comfortable-looking

featherbed, and two big leather chairs, and a great wide

rosewood desk with lots of drawers and nooks and crannies.

It stood flush against one wall. Above it, a fine old map of

the Mississippi river system had been tacked up. The top of

the desk was covered with leather-bound ledgers and piles



and piles of newspapers. That was another of Joshua York’s

peculiarities; he read an inordinate number of newspapers,

from just about all over—papers from England, papers in

foreign languages, Mr. Greeley’s Tribune of course and the

Herald from New York as well, just about all the St. Louis and

New Orleans papers, and all kinds of little rivertown

weeklies. He got packets of newspapers delivered to him

every day. Books too; there was a tall bookcase in the cabin,

and it was crammed full, and more books were stacked up

on the little table by the bed, with a half-melted reading

candle on top of them.

Abner Marsh didn’t waste time looking at books, though.

Next to the bookcase was a wooden wine rack, with twenty

or thirty bottles lying neatly on their sides. He went directly

to it and pulled out a bottle. The bottle was unlabeled, and

the liquid within was a somber red, so dark it was almost

black. A cap of shiny black wax sealed the cork on. “You got

a knife?” he asked York, turning with the bottle in his hand.

“I don’t think you’d care much for that vintage, Abner,”

York said. He was holding a tray with two silver goblets and

a crystal decanter. “I have some excellent sherry here. Why

don’t we have that instead?”

Marsh hesitated. York’s sherry was usually just fine and he

hated to pass it up, but knowing Joshua he figured that any

wine he kept a private stock of had to be superlative.

Besides, he was curious. He shifted the bottle from one

hand to the other. The liquid within flowed slowly, creeping

along languidly like some sweet liqueur. “What is this

anyway?” Marsh asked, frowning.

“A home brew of sorts,” York replied. “Part wine and part

brandy and part liqueur, tasting like none of them. A rare

drink, Abner. My companions and I have a fondness for it,



but most people find it not to their liking. I’m sure you’d

prefer the sherry.”

“Well,” Marsh said, hefting the bottle, “anything you drink

is probably just fine for me, Joshua. You do serve up good

sherry, though, that’s true enough.” He brightened. “Say,

we’re in no hurry, and I got myself a fierce thirst. Why don’t

we try both?”

Joshua York laughed, a laugh of pure spontaneous delight,

deep and musical. “Abner,” he said, “you are singular, and

most formidable. I like you. You, however, will not like my

little drink. Still, if you insist, we shall have both.”

They settled themselves into the two leather chairs, York

putting the tray on the low table between them. Marsh

handed over the bottle of wine, or whatever it was. From

somewhere within the pristine folds of his white suit, York

produced a skinny little knife, with an ivory handle and a

long silver blade. He sliced away the wax, and with one

single deft twist flicked the knife point into the cork and

brought it out with a pop. The liquor poured slowly, flowing

like red-black honey into the silver goblets. It was opaque,

and seemed full of tiny black specks. Strong, though; Marsh

lifted his goblet and sniffed at it, and the alcohol in it

brought tears to his eyes.

“We ought to have a toast,” York said, lifting his own

goblet.

“To all the money we’re going to make,” Marsh joked.

“No,” York said seriously. Those demon gray eyes of his

had a kind of grave melancholy in them, Marsh thought. He

hoped that York wasn’t going to start reciting poetry again.

“Abner,” York continued, “I know what the Fevre Dream

means to you. I want you to know that she means much to



me, as well. This day is the start of a grand new life for me.

You and I, together, we made her what she is, and we shall

go on to make her a legend. I have always admired beauty,

Abner, but this is the first time in a long life that I have

created it, or helped in its creation. It is a good feeling, to

bring something new and fine into the world. Particularly for

me. And I have you to thank for it.” He lifted his goblet. “Let

us drink for the Fevre Dream and all she represents, my

friend—beauty, freedom, hope. To our boat and a better

world!”

“To the fastest steamer on the river!” Marsh replied, and

they drank. He almost gagged. York’s private drink went

down like fire, searing the back of his throat and spreading

warm tendrils in his innards, but there was a kind of cloying

sweetness to it as well, and a hint of an unpleasant smell

that all its strength and sweetness could not quite conceal.

Tasted like something had rotted in the bottle, he thought.

Joshua York drained his own goblet in a single long motion,

his head thrown back. Then he set it aside and looked at

Marsh and laughed again. “The look on your face, Abner, is

wonderfully grotesque. Don’t feel you have to be polite. I

warned you. Why don’t you have some sherry?”

“I believe I will,” Marsh replied, “I do believe I will.”

Later, when two glasses of sherry had wiped the aftertaste

of York’s drink from Marsh’s mouth, they got to talking.

“What is our next step after St. Louis, Abner?” York asked.

“The New Orleans trade. Ain’t no other run for a boat as

grand as this one.”

York gave an impatient shake of his head. “I know that,

Abner. I was curious about how you intend to realize your



dream of beating the Eclipse. Will you seek her out and

issue a challenge? I’m willing, so long as it does not delay us

unduly or take us out of our way.”

“Wish it were that simple, but it ain’t. Hell, Joshua, there’s

thousands of steamers on the river, and all of them would

like to beat the Eclipse. She’s got runs to make, just like we

do, passengers and freight to move. Can’t be just racing all

the time. Anyhow, her cap’n be a fool to lissen to any

challenge from us. Who’re we anyway? Some new steamer

fresh out of New Albany that nobody ever heard of. Eclipse’d

have everything to lose and nothin’ to gain by racing us.”

He emptied another glass of sherry and held it out to York

for a refill. “No, first we got to work our trade, build

ourselves a reputation. Get known up and down the river as

a fast boat. Pretty soon folks will get to talkin’ about how

fast she is, and get to wonderin’ how Fevre Dream and

Eclipse would match up. Maybe we run into her on the river

a couple times, say, and pass her up. We build up the talk,

and folks start to betting. Maybe we make some of the runs

the Eclipse makes, and we beat her time. A fast steamer

gets the trade, y’know. The planters and shippers and such,

they want to get their wares to market soon as they can, so

they go with the fastest boat around. And passengers, why

they all love to ride on a famous boat if they got the money.

So what happens, you see, is that after a time people start

thinking we’re the fastest boat on the lower river, and the

trade starts moving our way, and the Eclipse gets hurt a

little where it counts, in the purse. Then you just watch how

easy we get us a race, to prove once and for all who’s

faster.”

“I see,” said York. “Is this run to St. Louis going to start our

reputation, then?”



“Well, I ain’t trying for no record time. She’s a new boat,

and we got to break her in. Don’t even have our regular

pilots on board yet, no one is real familiar with how she

handles, and we got to give Whitey time to work out all the

little problems with the engines and get his strikers trained

proper.” He set down his empty glass. “Don’t mean we can’t

start in some other ways, though,” he said, smiling. “Got

something or other in mind along those lines. You’ll see.”

“Good,” said Joshua York. “More sherry?”

“No,” Marsh said. “We ought to get on down to the saloon,

I think. I’ll buy you a drink at our bar. Guarantee you it’ll

taste better than that damned stuff of yours.”

York smiled. “My pleasure,” he said.

That night was not like other nights for Abner Marsh. It

was a magic night, a dream. There seemed to be at least

forty or fifty hours in it, he could have sworn, and each of

them was priceless. He and York were up till dawn, drinking

and talking up a storm, wandering all over the wonder of a

boat they had built. The day after, Marsh woke with such a

head that he could barely recall half of what he’d done the

night before. But some moments were indelible in his

memory.

He remembered entering the grand saloon, and it was

better than entering the finest hotel in the world. The

chandeliers were brilliant, lamps aglow and prisms

glittering. The mirrors made the long narrow cabin seem

twice as wide as it really was. A crowd was gathered around

the bar, talking politics and such, and Marsh joined them for

a while and listened to them complain about abolitionists

and argue over whether Stephen A. Douglas ought to be

president, while York said hello to Smith and Brown, who



were at one of the tables playing cards with some planters

and a notorious gambler. Someone was tinkling on the

grand piano, stateroom doors opened and closed all the

time, and the whole place was bright with light and laughter.

Later they went down to a different world on the main

deck; cargo piled everywhere, roustabouts and deckers

asleep on coils of rope and bags of sugar, a family gathered

around a little fire they’d built cooking something or other, a

drunk passed out behind the stairs. The engine room was

awash in the hellish red glow of the furnaces, and Whitey

was in the middle of it all, with his shirt soaked by sweat

and grease in his beard, bellowing at his strikers to be heard

above the hiss of the steam and the chunkachunka of the

wheels churning water. The rods were awesome, moving

back and forth in their long powerful strokes. They watched

for a while, York and he, until the heat and smell of machine

oil got to be too much for them.

Some time later they were up on the hurricane deck,

passing a bottle between them, strolling and talking in their

own cool wind. The stars were bright as a lady’s diamonds

overhead, the Fevre River banner was flapping on both fore

and verge flagpoles, and the river around them was blacker

than the blackest slave Marsh had ever seen.

They ran all night, Daly standing the long watch up in the

pilot house, keeping them moving at a smart clip—though

nothing to what they could do if pressed, Marsh knew—

along the dark Ohio, with nothingness all around them. It

was a charmed run, with no snags or sawyers or sandbars to

bedevil them. Only twice did they have to send out a yawl

ahead of them for soundings, and both times they found

good water when they dropped lead, and the Fevre Dream

steamed on. A few houses were glimpsed on the shore,

most dark and shuttered for the night, but one with a light



burning in a high window. Marsh wondered who was awake

up there, and what they thought when the steamer went on

by. She must have been a fine sight, with her decks all lit

and the music and laughter drifting out over the water, the

sparks and smoke from her chimneys, and her name big on

the wheelhouse, Fevre Dream done all in thick fancy blue

lettering with silver trim around it. He almost wished he was

on shore just to see it.

The big excitement of the night came just before

midnight, when they first sighted another steamer churning

water ahead of them. When Marsh saw, he took York by the

elbow and led him on up to the pilot house. It was crowded

up there, Daly still at the wheel, sipping coffee, two other

pilots and three passengers sitting on the couch behind him.

The pilots weren’t nobody hired by Marsh, but pilots rode

free if they wanted to, that was a custom of the river, and

they usually rode in the pilot house to chat with the man at

the wheel and keep up on the river. Marsh ignored them.

“Mister Daly,” he said to his pilot, “there’s a steamer up

ahead.”

“I see it, Cap’n Marsh,” Daly replied with a laconic grin.

“Wonder what boat that is? You got any idea, Daly?”

Whatever boat it was, it wasn’t much; some squat stern-

wheeler with a pilot house square as a cracker box.

“Sure don’t,” the pilot replied.

Abner Marsh turned to Joshua York. “Joshua,” he said,

“you’re the real captain, now, and I don’t want to be givin’

you too many suggestions. But the truth is, I’m awful

curious as to what steamer that is on up ahead of us. Why

don’t you tell Daly here to catch her for us, so I can relax a

bit.”



York smiled. “Certainly,” he said. “Mister Daly, you heard

Captain Marsh. Do you think the Fevre Dream can catch that

boat on ahead?”

“She can catch anything,”the pilot said. He called down to

the engineer for more steam, and pulled the steam whistle

again, and the wild banshee scream echoed over the river,

as if to warn the steamer up ahead that the Fevre Dream

was coming after her.

The blast was enough to bring all the passengers out of

the main saloon onto the deck. It even got the deck

passengers up off their bags of flour. A couple of passengers

came wandering up and tried to enter the pilot house, but

Marsh chased ’em all down below again, along with the

three who’d already been up there. As passengers will, all of

them rushed to the front of the boat, and later to the

larboard side, when it became clear that was the side they’d

pass the other boat on. “Damn passengers,” Marsh

muttered to York. “Never will trim boat. One of these days

they’ll all rush to the same side and tip some poor steamer

right on over, I swear it.”

For all his complaining, Marsh was delighted. Whitey was

chucking in more wood down below, the furances were

roaring, and the big wheels moved faster and faster. It was

over in hardly no time at all. The Fevre Dream seemed to

eat up the miles between her and the other boat, and when

she passed her a ragged cheer came up from the lower

decks, sweet music to Marsh’s ears.

As they surged past the small stern-wheeler, York read her

name off the pilot house. “She seems to be the Mary

Kaye,”he said.

“Well, boil me for an egg!” Marsh said.



“Is she a well-known boat?” York asked.

“Hell no,” said Marsh. “I never heard of her. Can you beat

that?” Then he laughed uproariously and clapped York on

the back, and before long everyone in the pilot house was

laughing.

Before the night was over, the Fevre Dream had caught

and passed a half-dozen steamers, including one side-

wheeler near as big as she was, but it never got as exciting

as that first time, catching the Mary Kaye. “You wanted to

know how we’d begin it,” Marsh said to York when they left

the pilot house. “Well, Joshua, it’s begun.”

“Yes,” said York, glancing back behind them, where the

Mary Kaye was growing small in the distance. “Indeed it

has.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Ohio River, 

July 1857

Headache or no, Abner Marsh was too good a riverman to

sleep away the day, especially a day as important as this

one. He sat up in bed around eleven, after a scant few hours

sleep, splashed some tepid water on his face from the basin

on the nightstand, and dressed. There was work to be done,

and York wouldn’t be up and around till dusk. Marsh set his

cap on his head, scowled at himself in the mirror and fluffed

out his beard a little, then gathered up his walking stick and

lumbered on down from the texas to the boiler deck. He

visited the washrooms first, then ducked back to the

kitchen. “Missed breakfast, Toby,” he said to the cook, who

was already preparing dinner. “Have one of your boys fix me

up a half-dozen eggs and a slab of ham, and send it on up to

the texas, will you? Coffee, too. Lots of coffee.”

In the grand saloon, Marsh had a quick drink or two, which

made him feel somewhat better. He mumbled a few polite

words at passengers and waiters, then hastened back to the

texas to wait for his food.

After he’d eaten, Abner Marsh felt like his old self again.



He climbed on up to the pilot house after breakfast. The

watch had changed, and the other pilot was at the wheel,

with only one of the freeloaders keeping him company.

“Morning, Mister Kitch,” Marsh said to his pilot. “How’s she

drawin’?”

“I ain’t complainin’,” the pilot replied. He glanced at

Marsh. “This here boat of yours is a frisky one, Cap’n. You

take her down to New Orleans, you better get yourself some

good pilots. She takes a good hand at the wheel, she does.”

Marsh nodded. That wasn’t unexpected; frequently the

faster boats were hard to handle. It didn’t bother him. No

pilot who didn’t know what he was about was going to get

anywhere near the Fevre Dream’s wheel.

“What kind of time we makin’?” Marsh asked.

“Smart enough,” the pilot replied with a shrug. “She can

do better, but Mister Daly said you weren’t in no hurry, so

we’re just lazing along.”

“Put in at Paducah when we get there,” Marsh ordered.

“Got a couple passengers to set off and some freight to

discharge.” He spent a few minutes chatting with the pilot

and finally went on back down to the boiler deck.

The main cabin had been set up for dinner. Bright noon

sunlight was pouring from the skylights in a cascade of

colors, and beneath it a long row of tables ran the length of

the cabin. The waiters were setting silverware and china;

crystal glasses gleamed brilliantly in the light. From the

kitchen, Marsh caught hints of the most marvelous, mouth-

watering smells. He paused and found himself a menu,

glanced over it and decided he was still hungry. Besides,

York wasn’t about yet, and it was only fitting that one of the



captains join the cabin passengers and other officers for

dinner.

The dinner, Marsh thought, was excellent. Marsh put away

a big plate of roast lamb in parsley sauce, a small pigeon,

lots of Irish potatoes and green corn and beets, and two

pieces of Toby’s famous pecan pie. By the time dinner was

over, he was feeling quite amiable. He even gave the

preacher permission to give a little lecture on bringing

Christianity to the Indians, though he didn’t normally hold

with no bible-thumping on his boats. Had to keep the

passengers amused somehow, Marsh figured, and even the

prettiest scenery got boring after a while.

Early in the afternoon, the Fevre Dream put into Paducah,

which lay on the Kentucky side of the river, where the

Tennessee emptied into the Ohio. It was their third stop on

the run, but the first lengthy one. They’d put in briefly at

Rossborough during the night, to drop off three passengers,

and they’d taken on wood and a small amount of freight at

Evansville while Marsh had been asleep. But they had to

discharge twelve tons of bar iron at Paducah, as well as

some flour and sugar and books, and there was supposed to

be some forty or fifty tons of lumber waiting there to be

loaded. Paducah was a big lumbering town, with log rafts all

the time coming down the Tennessee, clogging up the river

and getting in the way of the steamboats. Like most

steamboatmen, Marsh didn’t have much use for rafters. Half

the time they didn’t show no lights at night, and they got

run over by some unlucky steamer, and then they had the

gumption to cuss and yell and throw things.

Fortunately, there were no rafts about when they put into

Paducah and tied up. Marsh took one look at the cargo

waiting on the riverfront—which included several towering

stacks of crates and some bales of tobacco—and decided



that it would be easy to get some more freight onto the

main deck. It would be a shame, he decided, to steam away

from Paducah and leave all this custom to some other boat.

Already the Fevre Dream was secure to the wharf, and

swarms of roustabouts were laying down planks and starting

to unload. Hairy Mike moved out among them, yelling

“Quick now, you ain’t no cabin passenger out for no stroll,”

and “You drop that, boy, and I’m gone drop this here iron

right longside you head,” and other such things. The stage

came down with a whunk, and a few Paducah passengers

began to disembark.

Marsh made up his mind. He went to the clerk’s office,

where he found Jonathon Jeffers working over some bills of

lading. “You got to do those now, Mister Jeffers?” he asked.

“Hardly, Cap’n Marsh,” Jeffers replied. He removed his

spectacles and wiped them on a neckerchief. “These are for

Cairo.”

“Good,” Marsh said. “Come on with me. Going to go

ashore and find out who owns all that freight settin’ out

there in the sun, and where it’s bound to. Figure it’s got to

be going St. Louis way, some of it, and maybe we can make

ourself some money.”

“Excellent,” Jeffers replied. He got off his stool,

straightened his neat black coat, checked to make sure the

big iron safe was locked, and picked up his sword cane. “I

know a fine grog shop in Paducah,” he added as they left.

Marsh’s venture proved well worthwhile. They found the

tobacco shipper easily enough, and took him to the grog

shop, where Marsh persuaded him to consign his goods to

the Fevre Dream and Jeffers dickered out a good price. It

took some three hours, but Marsh was feeling damned



pleased with the bit of work when he and Jeffers came

strolling back to the riverfront and the Fevre Dream. Hairy

Mike was lounging on the wharf, smoking a black cigar and

talking with the mate from some other boat, when they

returned. “That’s ours now,” Marsh told him, pointing out

the tobacco with his stick. “Get your boys to load it quick, so

we can get underway.”

Marsh leaned on the railing of the boiler deck, shaded and

content, watching them scramble and tote the bales while

Whitey got the steam up. He chanced to notice something

else; a line of horse-drawn hotel omnibuses waiting on the

road just off the steamboat landing. Marsh stared at them

curiously for a moment, pulling at his whiskers, then went

on up to the pilot house.

The pilot was having a slice of pie and a cup of coffee.

“Mister Kitch,” Marsh told him, “don’t take her out until I tell

you so.”

“Why’s that, Cap’n? She’s almost loaded, and the steam’s

up.”

“Look out there,” Marsh said, lifting his stick. “Them

omnibuses are bringing passengers to the landing, or

waiting for ’em to arrive. Not our passengers, neither, and

they don’t meet every little stern-wheeler that puts in. I got

myself a hunch.”

A few moments later, his hunch was rewarded. Spewing

steam and smoke and sparkling down the Ohio fast as the

devil, a long classy side-wheeler came into sight. Marsh

recognized her almost at once, even before he could read

her name; the Southerner, of the Cincinnati & Louisville

Packet Company. “I knew it!” he said. “She must have left

Louisville a half-day after we did. She made better time,



though.” He moved to the side window, brushed aside the

fancy curtains that were shutting out the hot afternoon sun,

and watched the other steamer pull in, tie up, and begin to

discharge passengers. “She won’t take long,” Marsh said to

his pilot. “No freight to load or unload, just passengers. You

let her pull out first, you understand? Let her get down the

river a bit, then you back out and go after her.”

The pilot finished his last forkful of pie and wiped a bit of

meringue from the corner of his mouth with his napkin. “You

want me to let the Southerner get ahead of us and then try

to catch her? Cap’n, we’ll be breathin’ her steam all the way

to Cairo. After that she’ll be out of sight.”

Abner Marsh clouded up like a thunderhead about to

break. “What do you think you’re sayin’, Mister Kitch? I don’t

want to lissen to no talk like that. If you ain’t pilot enough to

do it, just say so, and I’ll kick Mister Daly out of bed and get

him on up here to take the wheel.”

“That’s the Southerner,”Kitch insisted.

“And this is the Fevre Dream, and don’t you forget it!”

Marsh shouted. He turned and stormed from the cabin,

scowling. Damn pilots all thought they were kings of the

river. Of course they were, once the boat was on the river,

but that didn’t give them no cause to go bellyaching about a

little race and doubting his steamer.

His fury faded when he saw that the Southerner was

taking on passengers already. He had been hoping for

something like this from the minute he spied the Southerner

over across the river back in Louisville, but he hadn’t dared

hope too hard. If Fevre Dream could catch the Southerner,

her reputation was halfway made, once folks along the river

heard about it. The other steamer, and her sister boat the



Northerner, were the pride of their line. They were special

boats, built back in ’53 especially for speed. Smaller than

the Fevre Dream, they were the only steamers Marsh knew

of that didn’t carry freight, only passengers. He couldn’t see

for a minute how they turned a profit, but that wasn’t

important. What was important was how fast they were. The

Northerner had set a new record for the Louisville—St. Louis

run back in ’54. The Southerner broke it the following year,

and still had the fastest time; one day and nineteen hours

even. High up on her pilot house, she wore the gilded

antlers that marked her as the fleetest steamer on the Ohio.

The more he considered the prospect of taking her on, the

more excited Abner Marsh grew. All of a sudden it occurred

to him that this was not something Joshua would care to

miss, beauty sleep or no. Marsh stomped forward to York’s

cabin, determined to roust him out. He rapped sharply on

the door with the head of his walking stick.

No answer. Marsh rapped again, louder and more

insistently. “Hallo in there!” he boomed. “Get yourself out of

bed, Joshua, we’re goin’ to run us a race!”

Still no sound came from within York’s cabin. Marsh tried

the door and found it locked. He rattled it, pounded on the

walls, knocked on the shuttered window, shouted; all to no

avail. “Damn you, York,” he said, “get yourself up or you’re

goin’ to miss it.” Then he had an idea. He walked back near

the pilot house. “Mister Kitch, sir,” he shouted up. Abner

Marsh could shout with the best of them when he put his

lungs into it good. Kitch popped his head out the door and

looked down at him. “You blow that whistle,” Marsh told him,

“and keep blowing it till I wave at you, you hear?”

He returned to York’s locked door and began pounding

again, and suddenly the steam whistle began to shriek.



Once. Twice. Three times. Long angry blasts. Marsh flailed

away with his stick.

York’s cabin door came open.

Marsh took one look at York’s eyes and his mouth hung

open in mid-shout. The steam whistle sounded again, and

he waved hurriedly. It fell silent. “Get in here,” Joshua York

said in a cold whisper.

Marsh entered, and York swung the door shut behind him.

Marsh heard him throw the lock. He didn’t see it. He didn’t

see anything. Once the door closed, York’s cabin was black

as the pit. Not even a crack of light snuck in through the

door or the shuttered, curtained windows. Marsh felt like

he’d gone blind. But in his mind’s eye, a vision lingered, the

last thing he’d seen before the darkness closed in: Joshua

York, standing in the doorway naked as the day he was born,

his skin deathly white as alabaster, his lips drawn back in

animal rage, his eyes like two smoky gray slits opening onto

hell.

“Joshua,” Marsh said, “can you turn on a lamp? Or pull

back a curtain, or something? I can’t see.”

“I can see just fine,” York’s voice replied from the

darkness behind him. Marsh hadn’t heard him move. He

turned, and blundered into something. “Hold still,” York

commanded, with such force and fury in his tone that Marsh

had no choice but to obey. “Here, I’ll give you a light, before

you wreck my cabin.”

A match flared across the room, and York touched it to his

reading candle, then seated himself on the edge of his

rumpled bed. He’d donned a pair of trousers, somehow, but

his face was hard and terrible. “There,” he said. “Now, why

are you here? I warn you, you had better have a reason!”



Marsh began to grow angry. No one talked to him that

way, no one. “The Southerner is next to us, York,” he

snapped. “The fastest damn boat on this river, got the horns

and everything. I’m fixin’ to run Fevre Dream after her, and I

thought you’d want to see. If you don’t think that’s reason

enough for getting you out of bed, then you ain’t no

steamboatman and you never will be! And you watch your

manners with me, you hear?”

Something flared in Joshua York’s eyes, and he started to

rise, but even as he did he checked himself, and turned

away. “Abner,” he said. He paused, frowning. “I am sorry. I

did not intend to treat you with disrespect, or to frighten

you. Your intent was good.” Marsh was startled to see his

hand clench violently, before he steadied it. York crossed

the dim cabin with three quick, purposeful strides. On his

desk rested the bottle of his private drink, the one Marsh

had caused him to open the night before. He poured out a

full goblet of it, tossed back his head, and drained it

straightaway. “Ah,” he said softly. He swung about to face

Marsh again. “Abner,” he said, “I’ve given you your dream

boat, but not as a gift. We struck a bargain. You are to obey

such orders as I give, respect my eccentric behavior, and

ask no questions. Do you mean to live up to your half of our

bargain?”

“I’m a man of my word!” Marsh said stoutly.

“Good,” said York. “Now listen. You meant well, but it was

wrong of you to wake me as you did. Never do it again.

Never. For any reason.”

“If the boiler blows and we catch afire, I’m to let you crisp

in here, is that it?”



York’s eyes glittered in the half-light. “No,” he admitted.

“But it might be safer for you if you did. I am unruly when

woken suddenly. I am not myself. I have been known, at

such times, to do things I later regret. That was why I was so

short with you. I apologize for it, but it would happen again.

Or worse. Do you understand, Abner? Never come in here

when my door is locked.”

Marsh frowned, but he could think of nothing to say. He

had struck the bargain, after all; if York wanted to get all

upset about a little sleep, it was his business. “I

understand,” he said. “Your apology is accepted, and you

got mine, if it matters. Now, do you want to come up and

watch us take the Southerner? Seein’ as how you’re woke

already and all?”

“No,” said York, grim-faced. “It is not that I have no

interest, Abner. I do. But—you must understand—I need my

rest, vitally. And I do not care for daylight. The sun is harsh,

burning. Have you ever had a bad burn? If so, you can

understand. You’ve seen how fair I am. The sun and I do not

agree. It is a medical condition, Abner. I do not care to

discuss it further.”

“All right,” Marsh said. Beneath his feet, the deck began to

vibrate slightly. The steam whistle sounded its ear-piercing

wail. “We’re backing out,” Marsh said. “I got to go. Joshua,

I’m sorry to have bothered you, truly I am.”

York nodded, turned away, and began to pour himself

more of his noxious drink. “I know.” He sipped at it this time.

“Go,” he said. “I will see you this evening, at supper.” Marsh

moved toward the door, but York’s voice stopped him before

he could open it. “Abner.”

“Yes?” Marsh said.



Joshua York favored him with a pale thin smile. “Beat her,

Abner. Win.”

Marsh grinned, and left the cabin.

When he reached the pilot house, the Fevre Dream had

backed clear of the landing, and was reversing her paddles.

The Southerner was already well down the river. The pilot

house was crowded with a good half-dozen off-duty pilots,

talking and chewing tobacco and making side wagers on

whether or not they’d catch the other boat. Even Mister

Daly had interrupted his leisure to come up and observe.

The passengers all knew something was afoot; the lower

decks were crowded as they sat along the railings and

pushed onto the forecastle for a good view.

Kitch swung the great black-and-silver wheel, and the

Fevre Dream angled out toward the main channel, sliding

into the brisk current behind her rival. He called down for

more steam. Whitey threw some pitch in the furnaces and

they gave the folks on shore a show, puffing out great

clouds of dense black smoke as they steamed away. Abner

Marsh stood behind the pilot, leaning on his stick and

squinting. The afternoon sun shone on the clear blue water

ahead of them, leaving blinding reflections that danced and

shimmered and hurt the eyes, except where the churning

wake of the Southerner’s paddle wheels had cut them all up

into a thousand fiery pieces.

For a few moments it looked easy. The Fevre Dream

surged forward, steam and smoke flying from her, American

flags fore and aft flapping like the devil, her wheels slapping

against the water in an ever-faster tempo, engines rumbling

below. The gap between her and the other steamer began

to diminish visibly. But the Southerner was no Mary Kaye, no

two-bit stern-wheeler to be left behind at will. It wasn’t long



before her captain or her pilot realized what was going on,

and her reply was a taunting lurch of speed. Her smoke

thickened and came streaming back at them, and her wake

grew even more violent and choppy, so Kitch had to swing

the Fevre Dream wide a bit to avoid it, losing part of the

current as he did. The distance between them widened

again, then held steady.

“Keep after her,” Marsh told his pilot after it was clear that

the two steamers were holding their positions. He left the

pilot house and went searching for Hairy Mike Dunne, who

he finally located on the forecastle of the main deck, with

his boots up on a crate and a big cigar in his mouth. “Round

up the roustas and deckhands,” Marsh said to the mate. “I

want ’em to trim boat.” Hairy Mike nodded, rose, ground out

his smoke, and started bellowing.

In a few moments most of the crew could be found aft and

larboard, to partially offset the weight of the passengers,

the majority of whom were crowded up forward and

starboard to watch the race. “Damn passengers,” Marsh

muttered. The Fevre Dream, now slightly better balanced,

began to creep up on the Southerner once more. Marsh

returned to the pilot house.

Both boats were going at it hard now, and they were

pretty well matched. Abner Marsh figured the Fevre Dream

was more powerful but it wasn’t enough. She was heavily

laden with freight and running low in the water and in the

Southerner’s wake to boot, so the waves kicked up over her

head a bit and slowed her, while the Southerner skipped

along easy as you please, with nothing aboard but

passengers and nothing ahead but a clear river. Now,

barring breakdowns or accidents, it was up to the pilots.

Kitch was intent at the wheel, handling her easy, doing his

damndest to pick up a few minutes at every chance. Behind



him, Daly and the vagabond pilots were babbling away, full

of advice on the river and its stage and how best to run it.

For more than an hour the Fevre Dream chased the

Southerner, losing sight of her once or twice around bends,

but edging closer each time as Kitch shaved it tight coming

around. Once they got close enough so Marsh could make

out the faces of the passengers leaning on the other boat’s

aft railings, but then the Southerner kicked forward again

and restored the distance between them. “Bet you they just

changed pilots,” Kitch said, spitting a wad of tobacco juice

into a nearby cuspidor. “See the way she perked up there?”

“I seen,” Marsh growled. “Now I want to see us perk up a

mite too.”

Then they got their break. One moment the Southerner

was holding steady in front of them, sweeping around a

densely wooded bend. Then all of a sudden her whistle

started to hooting, and she slowed, and trembled, and her

side wheels started to back.

“Careful,” Daly said to Kitch. Kitch spat again and moved

the wheel, carefullike, and the Fevre Dream nosed across

the turbulent wake of the Southerner to go wide and

starboard of her. When they were halfway round the bend,

they saw the cause of the trouble; another big steamer,

main deck all but buried beneath bales of tobacco, had run

aground on a sandbar. Her mate and crew were out with

spars and winches, trying to grasshopper her over. The

Southerner had almost run right into ’em.

For a long few minutes the river was chaotic. The men on

the bar were all shouting and waving, the Southerner

backed like the devil, the Fevre Dream steamed toward

clear water. Then the Southerner reversed her wheels again,



and her head turned and it looked as though she was trying

to cross right in front of the Fevre Dream. “Damn egg-

suckin’ idyut,” Kitch said, and he swung the wheel a little

more and told Whitey to ease up on the larboard. But he

didn’t back, or try to stop her. The two big steamers edged

toward each other, closer and closer. Marsh could hear

passengers crying out in alarm down below, and there was a

second or two when even he thought they were going to

collide.

But then the Southerner eased off herself, and her pilot

swung her bow downstream again, and the Fevre Dream

nosed by her with feet to spare. Someone began to cheer

below.

“Keep her goin’,” Marsh muttered, so low that no one

could have heard him. The Southerner had her wheels

kicking up spray and was hot after them, behind now, but

not by much, running a bare boat’s length astern. All the

damn passengers on the Fevre Dream rushed aft, of course,

and all the crew had to rush forward, so the steamer shook

to all the running footsteps.

The Southerner was gaining on them again. She was

running to their larboard, parallel and just behind. Her bow

came up to the Fevre Dream’s stern now, and she was

creeping up inch by inch. The sides of the two steamers

were close enough so that passengers could have jumped

from one to the other, if they’d had a mind to, though the

Fevre Dream stood taller. “Damn,” said Marsh, when the

other boat drew almost abreast of them. “Enough is enough.

Kitch, call down and tell Whitey to use my lard.”

The pilot glanced his way, grinning ear to ear. “Lard,

cap’n? Oh, I knew you was a sly one!” He barked a

command down the speaking tube to the engine room.



The two steamers were running head to head. Marsh’s

grip on his stick was all sweat. Down below, probably, the

deckhands were arguing with some damn foreigners, who’d

gone and perched on those lard barrels and had to be

dislodged before the lard could be dragged off to the

stokers. Marsh was burning with impatience, hot as his lard

would be. Good lard was expensive, but it came in handy on

a steamer. The cook could use it, and it burned damned hot,

and that was what they needed now, a good hot head of

high-pressure steam they couldn’t get from wood alone.

When the lard got chucked in, there was no doubt in the

pilot house. Long high columns of white steam came a-

hissing up out of the ’scape-pipes, and smoke rolled from

the high chimneys, and the Fevre Dream snorted fire and

shook just a mite, and then she was sparkling,

chunkachunkachunka fast as a train wheel, the stroke

pounding the deck. She went flying right on out ahead of

the Southerner, and when she was safely clear of her Kitch

eased her right in front of the other steamer’s bow, leaving

them to ride her waves. All those worthless berthless pilots

were chuckling and passing around smokes and yapping

about what a heller of a boat this Fevre Dream was, while

the Southerner receded behind them and Abner Marsh

grinned like a fool.

They were a full ten minutes ahead of the Southerner

when they put into Cairo, where the broad Ohio’s clear

waters merged with the muddy Mississippi. By then Abner

Marsh had almost forgot about that little incident with

Joshua York.



CHAPTER SIX

Julian Plantation, Louisiana,

July 1857

Sour Billy Tipton was out front, chucking his knife at the big

dead tree that fronted the gravel path, when the riders

approached. It was morning but already hot as hell, and

Sour Billy was working himself up a good sweat and thinking

of going down for a swim when he finished up his knife-

throwing. Then he saw the riders emerge from the woods

where the old road crooked around. He went over to the

dead tree and pulled loose his knife and slid it back into its

sheath behind his back, all thoughts of swimming forgotten.

The riders came on real slow, but bold as brass, riding

straight up in broad daylight like they belonged here. They

couldn’t be from these parts, Sour Billy figured; what

neighbors they had all knew that Damon Julian didn’t like no

one coming onto his land without his leave. When they were

still too far away to make out good, he wondered if maybe

they weren’t some of Montreuil’s Creole friends come to

make trouble. If so, they were going to regret it.

Then he saw why they were riding so slow, and Sour Billy

relaxed. Two niggers in chains were stumbling along behind



the two men on horseback. He crossed his arms and leaned

against the tree, waiting for them to reach him.

Sure enough, they reined up. One of the men on

horseback looked at the house, with its peeling paint and

half-rotted front steps, spat out a wad of tobacco juice, and

turned to Sour Billy. “This the Julian plantation?” he said. He

was a big red-faced man with a wart on his nose, dressed in

smelly leathers and a slouchy felt hat.

“Sure is,” Sour Billy replied. But he was looking past the

horseman and his companion, a lean pink-cheeked youth

who was probably the other’s son. He went walking over to

the two haggard-looking niggers, downcast and miserable in

their chains, and Sour Billy smiled. “Why,” he said, “if it ain’t

Lily and Sam. Never thought you two be dropping by again.

Must be two years since you went and run off. Mister Julian

will be real pleased to know that you come back.”

Sam, a big powerful-looking buck, raised his head and

stared at Sour Billy, but there was no defiance in his eyes.

Only fear. “We come on ’em up to Arkansas, my boy and

me,” the red-faced man said. “Tried to claim they was free

niggers, but they didn’t fool me for a minute, no sir.”

Sour Billy looked at the slave catchers and nodded. “Go

on.”

“They was awful stubborn, these two. Couldn’t get ’em to

tell us where they was from for the longest while. Whipped

’em right smart, used a few other tricks I know. Usually, with

niggers, you just scares ’em a bit and it pops right out. Not

with these.” He spat. “Well, we finally got it out of ’em.

Show him, Jim.”

The boy dismounted, went over to the woman, and lifted

her right arm. Three fingers were missing from her hand.



One of the stumps was still crusted over with a scab.

“We started with the right cause we noticed she was left-

handed,” the man said. “Didn’t want to cripple her up too

bad, you unnerstand, but we couldn’t find nothin’ in the

papers, no posters out neither, so . . .” He shrugged

eloquently. “Got to the third finger, like you see, and the

man finally told us. The woman cussed him out somethin’

fierce.” He guffawed. “Anyway, here they is. Two slaves like

that, got to be worth somethin’ to us for catchin’ ’em. This

Mister Julian at home?”

“No,” said Sour Billy, looking up at the sun. It was still a

couple of hours shy of noon.

“Well,” said the red-faced man, “you must be the

overseer, right? The one they call Sour Billy?”

“That’s me,” he said. “Sam and Lily talk about me?”

The slave catcher laughed again. “Oh, they did a powerful

lot of talkin’ once we knew where they come from. Talked all

the way here. We shut ’em up a time or two, my boy and

me, but then they’d just start to talkin’ again. Some stories,

too.”

Sour Billy looked at the two runaways with his cold,

malicious eyes, but neither one would meet his gaze.

“Maybe you can just take charge of these two, and give us

our reward, and we’ll be ridin’ on our way,” the man said.

“No,” said Sour Billy Tipton. “You got to wait. Mister Julian

will want to give you his thanks personal. Won’t be too long.

He’ll be back by dark.”



“By dark, huh?” the man said. He and his son exchanged

glances. “Funny, Mister Sour Billy, but these here niggers

said you’d say jest that very thing. They tell queer stories

bout what goes on here after dark. My boy and I, we’d jest

sooner take our money and leave, if it’s all the same to

you.”

“It won’t be all the same to Mister Julian,” Sour Billy said.

“And I can’t give you no money neither. You going to believe

some fool story told you by a couple niggers?”

The man frowned, working his tobacco all the while.

“Nigger stories is one thing,” he said finally, “but I knowed

niggers to tell the truth once in a while too. Now, what we’ll

do, Mister Sour Billy, is wait, like you say, for this Mister

Julian to come home. But don’t you think we’re gonna let

ourself be cheated.” He had a pistol by his side. He patted

it. “I’m gonna wear my friend here whiles I wait, and my boy

he’s got one too, and we’re both of us handy with our

knives. You unnerstand? These niggers learned us all about

that little knife you got hid behind your back, so don’t you

go a-reachin’ back there, like to scratch on anything, or else

our fingers might get a little bit itchy too. Let’s jest all of us

wait and be friends.”

Sour Billy turned his eyes on the slave catcher and gave

him a cold stare, but the big man was too stupid to even

notice. “We’ll wait inside,” Sour Billy said, keeping his hands

well clear of his back.

“Jest fine,” the slave catcher said. He dismounted. “My

name is Tom Johnston, by the way, and that’s my boy Jim.”

“Mister Julian will be pleased to meet you,” Sour Billy said.

“Tie up your horses and bring the niggers on inside. Careful

on the steps. They’s rotted through in places.”



The woman started to whimper as they led her toward the

house, but Jim Johnston gave her a smart crack across the

mouth and she fell silent again.

Sour Billy led them to the library, and drew back the

heavy curtains to admit some light into the dim, dusty room.

The slaves sat on the floor, while the two catchers stretched

out in the heavy leather chairs. “Now,” said Tom Johnston,

“this here is real nice.”

“Everything is all rotten and dusty, Daddy,” the youth

said. “Jest like them niggers said it’d be.”

“Well, well,” said Sour Billy, looking at the two niggers.

“Well, well. Mister Julian ain’t going to be pleased you been

spreadin’ tales about his house. You two earned yourself a

whippin’.”

The big black buck, Sam, found the courage to raise his

head and glower. “I ain’t scared o’ no whippin’.”

Sour Billy smiled just slightly. “Why then, there’s worse

things than whippin’, Sam. Indeed there is.”

That was too much for the woman, Lily. She looked at the

youth. “He’s tellin’ the truth, massa Jim, he is. You got to

lissen. Take us outta here ’fore dark. You and your daddy kin

own us, work us, we work real hard for you, we will. Won’t

run away. We’re good niggers. Never would have run away,

but for . . . for . . . don’t wait till dark, massa, don’t. It’ll be

too late then.”

The boy hit her, hard, with the butt of his pistol, leaving a

welt across her cheek and knocking her backward to the

carpet where she lay, shuddering and weeping. “Shut your

lyin’ black mouth,” he said.



“You want a drink?” Sour Billy asked him.

The hours passed. They went through most of two bottles

of Julian’s best brandy, swilling it down like it was cheap

whiskey. They ate. They talked. Sour Billy didn’t do much

talking himself, just asked questions to draw out Tom

Johnston, who was drunk and vain and in love with his own

voice. The slave catchers operated out of Napoleon,

Arkansas, it seemed, but they weren’t there much, traveling

like they did. There was a Missus Johnston, but she stayed at

home with her daughter. They didn’t tell her much of their

business. “Woman ain’t got no reason to know about her

man’s comin’s and goin’s. You tell ’em somethin’ or other,

jest you don’t see if they don’t go and bother you about it if

you’re late. Then you got to slap ’em around.” He spat.

“Easier just to keep ’em guessing, so they’s grateful when

you shows up.” Johnston left Sour Billy with the impression

that he preferred topping nigger wenches anyway, so his

wife was no loss to him.

Outside, the sun was sinking toward the west.

When the shadows lay thick across the room. Sour Billy

rose and drew the curtains and lit some candles. “I’ll go and

get Mister Julian,” he said.

The younger Johnston looked awful pale as he turned to

his father, Sour Billy thought. “Daddy, I didn’t hear no one

ride up,” he said.

“Wait,” said Sour Billy Tipton. He left them, walked

through the darkened, deserted ballroom, and climbed the

grand staircase. Upstairs, he entered a large bedroom, the

wide French windows boarded up, the ornate bed shrouded

by a black velvet canopy. “Mister Julian,” he called softly,

from the door. The room was black and stifling.



Behind the canopy, something stirred. The velvet

hangings were pushed back. Damon Julian emerged; pale,

quiet, cold. His black eyes seemed to reach right out of the

darkness and touch Sour Billy. “Yes, Billy?” came the soft

voice.

Sour Billy told him everything.

Damon Julian smiled. “Bring them into the dining room. I’ll

join you in a few moments.”

The dining room had a great old chandelier, but it had not

been lit in Sour Billy’s memory. After bringing in the slave

catchers, he found some matches and touched off a small

oil lamp, which he set on the middle of the long table, so it

threw a small ring of light on the white linen tablecloth but

left the rest of the narrow, high-ceilinged room in shadow.

The Johnstons took seats, the younger one peering around

uneasily, his hand never leaving his pistol. The niggers held

each other miserably at one end of the table.

“Where’s this Julian?” Tom Johnston growled.

“Soon, Tom,” said Sour Billy. “Wait.”

For nearly ten minutes no one spoke. Then Jim Johnston

sucked in his breath. “Daddy,” he said, “look. Somebody’s

standin’ in that door!”

The door led to the kitchen. It was black back there. Full

night had fallen, and the only illumination in this part of the

house was the oil lamp on the table. Beyond the kitchen

door nothing could be seen but vague, threatening shadows

—and something that looked like the outline of a human

form, standing very still.



Lily whimpered, and the nigger Sam held her more closely.

Tom Johnston got to his feet, his chair scraping over the

wooden floor, his face hard. He drew and cocked his pistol.

“Who’s that?” he demanded. “Come out!”

“No need to be alarmed,” said Damon Julian.

They all turned, Johnston jumping like he’d been spooked.

Julian stood beneath the archway to the foyer, framed

against darkness, smiling charmingly, dressed in a long dark

suit with a red silk tie shining at his neck. His eyes were

dark and amused, the flame of the lamp reflected in them.

“That’s only Valerie,” Julian said.

With a rustle of her skirts, she emerged and stood in the

kitchen door, pale and quiet yet still strikingly beautiful.

Johnston looked at her and laughed. “Ah,” he said, “only a

woman. Sorry, Mister Julian. Them nigger stories got me all

jumpy.”

“I understand perfectly,” said Damon Julian.

“There’s others behind him,” Jim Johnston whispered.

They all saw them now; dim figures, indistinct, lost in the

darkness at Julian’s back.

“Only my friends,” said Damon Julian, smiling. A woman in

a light blue gown emerged at his right. “Cynthia,” he said.

Another woman, in green, stood to his left. “Adrienne,” Julian

added. He raised his arm in a weary, languid gesture. “And

that is Raymond, and Jean, and Kurt.” They emerged

together, moving silent as cats, from other doors ringing the

long room. “And behind you are Alain and Jorge and

Vincent.”

Johnston whirled, and there they were, stepping out from

the shadows. Still more came into view behind Julian



himself. Except for the whisperings of cloth against cloth,

none of them made any sound as they moved. And they all

stared, and smiled invitingly.

Sour Billy wasn’t smiling, though he was vastly amused at

the way Tom Johnston clutched his gun and cast his eyes

about like a frightened animal. “Mister Julian,” he said, “I

ought to tell you that Mister Johnston here don’t intend to

be cheated. He’s got him a gun, Mister Julian, and his boy

too, and they’re both handy with their knives.”

“Ah,” said Damon Julian.

The niggers began to pray. Young Jim Johnston looked at

Damon Julian and drew his own pistol. “We brung you your

niggers,” he said. “We won’t bother you for no reward,

neither. We’ll jest be goin’.”

“Going?” Julian said. “Now, would I let you leave without a

reward? When you’ve come all the way from Arkansas just

to bring us a few darkies? I wouldn’t hear of it.” He crossed

the room. Jim Johnston, caught in those dark eyes of his,

held his pistol up and did not move. Julian took it from his

hand and laid it on the table. He touched the youth’s cheek.

“Beneath the dirt, you’re a handsome boy,” he said.

“What are you doin’ to my boy?” Tom Johnston demanded.

“Get away from him!” He flourished his pistol.

Damon Julian glanced around. “Your boy has a certain

rude beauty,” he said. “You, on the other hand, have a

wart.”

“He is a wart,” Sour Billy Tipton suggested.

Tom Johnston glared and Damon Julian smiled. “Indeed,”

he said. “Amusing, Billy.” Julian gestured to Valerie and



Adrienne. They glided toward him, and each took young Jim

Johnston by the arm.

“You want help?” Sour Billy offered.

“No,” said Julian, “thank you.” With a graceful, almost

offhand gesture, he raised his hand and brought it lightly

across the youth’s long neck. Jim Johnston made a wet,

choking sound. A thin line of red suddenly appeared across

his throat, a little looping scarlet necklace, whose bright red

beads swelled larger and larger as they watched, bursting

one by one to send trickles down his neck. Jim Johnston

began to thrash, but the iron embrace of the two pale

women held him immobile. Damon Julian leaned forward,

and pressed his open mouth to the flow, to catch the hot

bright blood.

Tom Johnston made an incoherent animal noise deep in

his chest, and took the longest time to react. Finally he

cocked his pistol again and took aim. Alain stepped in his

path, and suddenly Vincent and Jean were beside him, and

Raymond and Cynthia touched him from behind with cold

white hands. Johnston cursed at them and fired. There was a

flash and a whiff of acrid smoke, and weed-thin Alain

staggered back and fell, driven by the force of the bullet. A

flow of dark blood seeped through the white ruffled

shirtfront he wore. Half-sprawled, half-seated, Alain touched

his chest, and his hand came away bloody.

Raymond and Cynthia had Johnston firmly by then, and

Jean took the gun from his hand with a smooth, easy

motion. The big red-faced man did not resist. He was staring

at Alain. The flow of blood had stopped. Alain smiled,

showing long white teeth, terrible and sharp. He rose and

came on. “No,” screamed Johnston, “no, I shot ya, you gotta

be dead, I shot ya.”



“Niggers sometimes tell the truth, Mister Johnston,” said

Sour Billy Tipton. “All the truth. You should of lissened.”

Raymond reached under Johnston’s slouchy hat and got a

good grip on his hair, jerking his head back to expose his

thick red neck. Alain laughed and tore Johnston’s throat out

with his teeth. Then the others closed in.

Sour Billy Tipton reached back and pulled his knife and

sauntered over to the two niggers. “Come on,” he said,

“Mister Julian don’t need you tonight, but you two ain’t goin’

to be running off no more. Down to the cellar. Come on, be

quick about it, or I’ll leave you here with them.” That got

them moving right proper, as Sour Billy knew it would.

The cellar was small and dank. You had to go through a

trap door under a rug to get to it. The land around here was

too wet for a proper cellar, but this cellar wasn’t proper. Two

inches of standing water covered the floor, the ceiling was

so low a man couldn’t stand upright, and the walls were

green with mold. Sour Billy chained the niggers up good,

close enough so that they could touch. He figured that was

real nice of him. He brought them a hot dinner, too.

Afterward he made his own dinner and washed it down

with what was left of the second bottle of brandy the

Johnstons had opened. He was just finishing up when Alain

came into the kitchen. The blood had dried on his shirt and

there was a burnt black hole where the shot had gone

through, but otherwise he looked none the worse for wear.

“It’s finished,” Alain told him. “Julian wants you in the

library.”

Sour Billy pushed away his plate and went to answer the

summons. The dining room badly wanted cleaning, he noted

when he passed through. Adrienne and Kurt and Armand



were enjoying some wine amid the dim silence there, the

bodies—or what was left of them—just feet away. Some of

the others were off in the drawing room, talking.

The library was pitch dark. Sour Billy had expected to find

Damon Julian alone, but when he entered he saw three

indistinct figures in the shadows, two seated, one standing.

He couldn’t make out who they were. He waited in the door

until Julian finally spoke. “In the future, do not ever bring

such people into my library,” the voice said. “They were

filthy. They left a smell.”

Sour Billy felt a brief stab of fear. “Yes, sir,” he said, facing

the chair from which Julian had spoken. “I’m sorry, Mister

Julian.”

After a moment of silence, Julian said, “Close the door,

Billy. Come in. You may use the lamp.”

The lamp was made of showy red-stained glass; its flame

gave the dusty room the red-brown cast of dried blood.

Damon Julian sat in a high-backed chair, his fine long fingers

steepled beneath his chin, a faint smile on his face. Valerie

sat at his right hand. The sleeve of her gown had gotten

torn in the struggles, but she didn’t seem to have noticed.

Sour Billy thought she was even paler than usual. A few feet

away, Jean stood behind another chair, looking guarded and

nervous, twisting a big gold ring on his finger.

“Must he be here?” Valerie asked Julian. She glanced at

Billy briefly, contempt in her big purple eyes.

“Why, Valerie,” Julian replied. He reached out and took her

hand. She trembled and pressed her lips together tightly. “I

brought Billy to reassure you,” Julian continued.



Jean gathered up his courage and stared right at Sour

Billy, frowning. “This Johnston had a wife.”

So that was it, Sour Billy thought. “You scared?” he asked

Jean mockingly. Jean was not one of Julian’s favorites, so it

was safe to taunt him. “He had a wife,” Billy said, “but it

ain’t nothin’ to worry over. He never talked to her much,

never told her where he was goin’ or when he’d be back.

She ain’t goin’ to be comin’ after you.”

“I do not like it, Damon,” Jean grumbled.

“What about the slaves?” Valerie demanded. “They’ve

been gone two years. They said things to the Johnstons,

dangerous things. They must have talked to others as well.”

“Billy?” Julian said.

Sour Billy shrugged. “I expect they told stories to every

damn nigger between here and Arkansas,” he said. “It don’t

worry me none. Just a pack of nigger stories, ain’t nobody

goin’ to believe it.”

“I wonder,” said Valerie. She turned to Damon Julian,

pleading. “Damon, please. Jean is right. We have been here

too long. It is not safe. Remember what they did to that

Lalaurie woman in New Orleans, the one who tortured her

slaves for pleasure? The talk finally caught up with her. And

what she did was nothing to . . .” She hesitated, swallowed,

and added, quietly, “. . . to the things we do. The things we

must do.” She turned her face away from Julian.

Slowly, gently, Julian reached out a pale hand, touched

her cheek, drew a finger down the side of her face in a

tender caress, then caught her under the chin and made her

look at him. “Are you so timid now, Valerie? Must I remind



you of who you are? Have you been listening to Jean again?

Is he the master now? Is he bloodmaster?”

“No,” she said, her deep violet eyes wider than ever, her

voice afraid. “No.”

“Who is the bloodmaster, dear Valerie?” Julian asked. His

eyes were lambent and heavy and bored right into her.

“You are, Damon,” she whispered. “You.”

“Look at me, Valerie. Do you think I need fear any tales

told by a pack of slaves? What do I care what they say of

me?”

Valerie opened her mouth. No words came out.

Satisfied, Damon Julian released his hold on her. There

were deep red marks on her flesh where his fingers had

pressed. He smiled at Sour Billy as Valerie drew back. “What

do you think, Billy?”

Sour Billy Tipton looked down at his feet and shuffled

nervously. He knew what he ought to say, but he’d been

doing some figuring lately, and there were things he had to

tell Julian that Julian wouldn’t take kindly to hearing. He’d

been putting it off, but now he didn’t see as how he had any

more choice. “I don’t know, Mister Julian,” he said weakly.

“You don’t know, Billy? What is it you don’t know?” The

tone was cold and vaguely threatening.

Sour Billy plunged on regardless. “I don’t know how long

we can go on, Mister Julian,” he said boldly. “I been thinking

on this some, and there’s things I don’t like. This here

plantation brought in a lot of money when Garoux was

runnin’ it, but it’s near worthless now. You know I can get



work out of any slave, damned if I can’t, but them what’s

dead or run off I can’t work. When you and your friends

started takin’ kids from them shanties, or ordering the likely

wenches up to the big house where they never come out,

that was the start of our troubles. You ain’t had no slaves for

more’n a year now, excepting those fancy girls, and they

sure don’t stay around long.” He laughed nervously. “We

don’t got no crops. We sold half the plantation, all the best

parcels of land. And them fancy girls, Mister Julian, they’re

expensive. We got us bad money troubles.

“And that ain’t all. Doing in niggers is one thing, but using

white folks for the thirst, that’s dangerous. In New Orleans,

well, maybe that’s safe enough, but you and I know it was

Cara killed Henri Cassand’s youngest boy. He’s a neighbor,

Mister Julian. They all know there’s somethin’ peculiar over

here anyway; if their slaves and children start to dyin’ we’re

goin’ to have us real trouble.”

“Trouble?” said Damon Julian. “We are almost twenty

strong, with you. What can the cattle do to us?”

“Mister Julian,” said Sour Billy, “what if they come by

day?”

Julian waved a hand casually. “It will not happen. If it does,

we will deal with them as they deserve.”

Sour Billy grimaced. Julian might be unconcerned, but it

was Sour Billy took the biggest risks. “I think maybe she’s

right, Mister Julian,” he said unhappily. “I think we ought to

go somewheres. We’ve drained this place. It’s dangerous to

stay on.”

“I am comfortable here, Billy,” Julian said. “I feed on the

cattle. I do not run from them.”



“Money, then. Where we goin’ to get money?”

“Our guests left horses. Take them to New Orleans

tomorrow, sell them. See that they aren’t traced. You may

sell off more of the land as well. Neville of Bayou Cross will

want to buy again. Call on him, Billy.” Julian smiled. “You

might even invite him to dinner here, to discuss my

proposition. Ask him to bring along his lovely wife and that

lithe young son of theirs. Sam and Lily can serve. It will be

just as it used to be, before the slaves ran off.”

He was taunting, Sour Billy thought. But it was never safe

to treat any of Julian’s words lightly. “The house,” Billy said.

“They’ll come to eat and they’ll see how far it’s gone. Isn’t

safe. They’ll tell stories when they go home.”

“If they go home, Billy.”

“Damon,” Jean said shakily, “you can’t mean . . .”

The dim, red-drenched room was hot. Sour Billy had

begun to sweat. “Neville is—please, Mister Julian, you can’t

take Neville. You can’t go on takin’ folks from around here

and buyin’ fancy girls.”

“Your creature is right for once,” Valerie said in a very

small voice. “Listen to him.” Jean was nodding too,

emboldened by having others on his side.

“We could sell the whole place,” Billy said. “It’s all rotted

out anyhow. Move to New Orleans, all of us. It’d be better

down there. With all them Creoles and free niggers and river

trash, a few more or less won’t be missed, you know?”

“No,” said Damon Julian. Icily. His voice told them he

would stand no further argument. Sour Billy shut up real



quick. Jean began to toy with his ring again, his mouth

sullen and afraid.

But Valerie, astoundingly, spoke up. “Let us go, then.”

Julian turned his head languidly. “Us?”

“Jean and I,” she said. “Send us away. It will be . . . better

that way. For you, too. It’s safer when there are fewer of us.

Your fancy girls will last longer.”

“Send you away, dear Valerie? Why, I would miss you. And

I would be concerned for you, too. Where would you go, I

wonder?”

“Somewhere. Anywhere.”

“Do you still hope to find your dark city in a cave?” Julian

said mockingly. “Your faith is touching, child. Have you

mistaken poor weak Jean for your pale king?”

“No,” said Valerie. “No. We only want a rest. Please,

Damon. If we all stay, they will find us out, hunt us, kill us.

Let us go away.”

“You are so beautiful, Valerie. So exquisite.”

“Please,” she said, trembling. “Away. A rest.”

“Poor small Valerie,” Julian said. “There is no rest.

Wherever you go, your thirst will travel with you. No, you

shall stay.”

“Please,” she repeated, numbly. “My bloodmaster.”

Damon Julian’s dark eyes narrowed just slightly, and the

smile faded. “If you are that eager to be away, perhaps I

should give you what you ask for.”



Both Valerie and Jean looked at him hopefully.

“Perhaps I should send you away,” Julian mused. “Both of

you. But not together, no. You are so beautiful, Valerie. You

deserve better than Jean. What do you think, Billy?”

Sour Billy smirked. “Send them all away, Mister Julian. You

don’t need them none. You got me. Send them off, and

they’ll see how much they like it.”

“Interesting,” said Damon Julian. “I will think on it. Now

leave me, all of you. Billy, go sell the horses. See Neville

about the land.”

“No dinner?” Sour Billy asked with relief.

“No,” said Julian.

Sour Billy was the last to reach the door. Behind him,

Julian snuffed the light, and darkness filled the room. But

Sour Billy hesitated at the threshold, and turned back again.

“Mister Julian,” he said, “your promise—it’s been years

now. When?”

“When I do not need you, Billy. You are my eyes by day.

You do the things I cannot. How could I spare you now? But

have no fear. It will not be long. And time will seem as

nothing to you when you join us. Years and days are alike to

one who has the life eternal.” The promise filled Sour Billy

with reassurance. He left to do Julian’s bidding.

That night he dreamt. In his dreams he was as dark and

graceful as Julian himself, elegant and predatory. It was

always night in his dreams, and he roamed the streets of

New Orleans beneath a full, pale moon. They watched him

pass from their windows and their little iron-lace balconies,



and he could feel their eyes upon him, the men full of fear,

the women drawn to his dark power. Through the dark he

stalked them, gliding soundlessly over the brick sidewalks,

hearing their frantic footsteps and their panting. Beneath

the swaying fire of a hanging oil lamp, he caught a fine

young dandy and tore his throat out, laughing. A sultry

Creole beauty watched him from afar, and he came after

her, hunting her down alleys and courtyards as she ran

before him. Finally, in a court lit by a wrought-iron flambeau,

she turned to face him. She looked a bit like Valerie. Her

eyes were violet and full of fire. He came to her and pushed

her back and took her. Creole blood was as hot and rich as

Creole food. The night was his, and all the nights forever,

and the red thirst was on him.

When he woke from the dream, he was hot and fevered,

and his sheets were wet.



CHAPTER SEVEN

St. Louis,

July 1857

The Fevre Dream lay up in St. Louis for twelve days.

It was a busy time for the entire crew, but for Joshua York

and his strange companions. Abner Marsh was up and about

early every morning, and on the streets by ten, making calls

on shippers and hotel proprietors, talking up his boat and

trying to scare up business. He had a mess of handbills

printed for Fevre River Packets—now that he had more than

one packet again—and hired some boys to paste them up all

over the city. Drinking and eating in all the best places,

Marsh told and retold the story of how the Fevre Dream took

the Southerner, to make sure the word got around. He even

took out advertisements in three of the local papers.

The lightning pilots that Abner Marsh had hired for the

lower river came aboard as soon as the Fevre Dream put in

to St. Louis, and drew their wages for the time they’d idled

away waiting. Pilots didn’t come cheap, especially pilots like

these two, but Marsh didn’t begrudge the money too much,

since he wanted the best for his steamer. Once paid, the

new men resumed their idling; pilots drew full wages all the

time, but didn’t do a lick of work until the steamer was in



the river. Anything besides piloting was beneath their

dignity.

The two pilots Marsh had found had their own individual

styles of idling, though. Dan Albright, prim and taciturn and

fashionable, strolled aboard the day the Fevre Dream put in,

surveyed the boat, the engines, and the pilot house, nodded

with satisfaction, and immediately took up residence in his

cabin. He spent his days reading in the steamer’s well-

stocked library, and played a few games of chess with

Jonathon Jeffers in the main saloon, although Jeffers

invariably beat him. Karl Framm, on the other hand, could

usually be found in the billiard halls along the riverfront,

grinning crookedly beneath his wide-brimmed felt hat and

bragging about how him and his new boat were going to run

everyone else off the river. Framm had a heller’s reputation.

He liked to joke about how he kept one wife in St. Louis, one

in New Orleans, and a third in Natchez-under-the-hill.

Abner Marsh didn’t have the time to worry over much

about what his pilots were doing; he was too busy with this

task or that one. Nor did he see much of Joshua York and his

friends, although he understood that York frequently went

on long nightly walks into the city, often with Simon, the

silent one. Simon was also learning how to mix drinks, since

Joshua had told Marsh he had a mind to use him as night

bartender on the run down to New Orleans.

Marsh did frequently see his partner over supper, which

Joshua York was in the habit of taking in the main cabin with

the other officers, before he retired to his own cabin or the

library to read newspapers, packets of which were delivered

to him every day, fresh off incoming steamers. Once York

announced that he was going in to the city to see a group of

players perform. He invited Abner Marsh and the other

officers to accompany him, but Marsh was having none of it,



so York wound up going with Jonathon Jeffers. “Poems and

plays,” Marsh muttered to Hairy Mike Dunne as they

sauntered off, “it makes you wonder what this damn river is

comin’ to.” Afterward, Jeffers began to teach York to play

chess.

“He has quite a mind, Abner,” Jeffers told Marsh a few

days later, on the morning of their eighth day in St. Louis.

“Who?”

“Why, Joshua of course. I taught him the moves two days

ago. Last night I found him in the saloon playing over the

score of one of Morphy’s games, from one of those New York

newspapers he takes. A strange man. How much do you

know about him?”

Marsh frowned. He didn’t want his people getting too

curious about Joshua York; that was part of the bargain.

“Joshua don’t like to talk much about himself. I don’t ask

him. A man’s past is none of my business, I figure. You

ought to take the same attitude, Mister Jeffers. In fact, see

that you do.”

The clerk arched his thin, dark eyebrows. “If you say so,

Cap’n,” he replied. But there was a cool smile on his face

that Abner Marsh found disquieting.

Jeffers was not the only one to ask questions. Hairy Mike

came to Marsh, too, and said that the roustabouts and

stokers were spreading some funny talk about York and his

four guests, and did Marsh want him to do anything about

it?

“What kind of talk?”



Hairy Mike shrugged eloquently. “Bout him only comin’ out

at night. Bout those queer friends o’ his, too. You know Tom,

who stokes the middle larboard? He been tellin’ this story—

says that night we left Louisville, well, you ’member how

thick the skeeters were, well, Tom says he saw that old

Simon down on the main deck, jest kind o’ looking around,

and a skeeter landed on his hand, and he went and swatted

it with his other hand. Squashed it. But you know how full up

skeeters git sometimes, so when you squash ’em they jest

bust with the blood. Tom says that happen’d with the

skeeter on the back of Simon’s hand, so it smeared up all

bloody when he got it. Only then, Tom tells it, that Simon

jest kind of stared at his hand for the longest while, then

lifted it up, and damned if he didn’t lick it clean.”

Abner Marsh scowled. “You tell your boy Tom that he

better stop telling such stories, or he’s goin’ to be stokin’

the middle larboard on somebody else’s steamer.” Hairy

Mike nodded, brought his iron billet into his other hand with

a meaty thwack, and turned to go. But Marsh stopped him.

“No,” he said. “Wait. You tell him not to go spreadin’ no

stories. But if he sees anything else funny, he should come

to you, or to me. Tell him we’ll give him a half-dollar.”

“He’ll lie for the half-dollar.”

“Well, forget the half-dollar then, but you tell him the rest

of it.”

The more Abner thought about Tom’s story, the more it

bothered him. He was just as glad that Joshua York was

going to install Simon as bartender, where he’d be out in

public and a man could keep an eye on him. Marsh had

never liked morticians, and Simon still reminded him of one

something ungodly, when he didn’t remind him of one of

their patrons, that is. He only hoped that Simon didn’t go



licking up no mosquitoes while he was serving drinks to the

cabin passengers. That kind of thing could ruin a boat’s

reputation awful fast.

Marsh soon put the incident out of his mind, and plunged

back into business. On the night before their scheduled

departure, however, something else bothered him. He had

called on Joshua York in his cabin to go over a few details of

their trip. York was sitting at his desk, with his slim ivory-

handled knife in hand, slicing an article out of a newspaper.

He and Marsh chatted briefly for a few minutes about the

business at hand, and Marsh was about to take his leave

when he noticed a copy of the Democrat on York’s desk.

“They were supposed to run one of our advertisements

today,” Marsh said, reaching for the paper. “You finished

with this, Joshua?”

York dismissed the paper with a wave of his hand. “Take it

if you’d like,” he said.

Abner Marsh carried the paper under his arm to the main

cabin, and paged through it while Simon made him a drink.

He was annoyed. He couldn’t locate their advertisement. Of

course, it might not be an omission; York had sliced out a

story on the page that backed up the shipping news, so

there was a hole just in the prime place. Marsh drained his

glass, folded up the paper, and went forward to the clerk’s

office.

“You got the latest number of the Democrat?” Marsh

asked Jeffers. “I think that damn Blair left out my

advertisement.”

“It’s there yonder,” Jeffers replied, “but he didn’t. Look on

the shipping page.”



And sure enough, there it was, a box smack in the middle

of a column of similar boxes:

FEVRE RIVER PACKET COMPANY

The splendid fleet steamer Fevre Dream will leave for New Orleans,

Louisiana, and all intermediate points and landings, on Thursday, making

the best time and manned by all experienced officers and crew. For freight

or passage, apply on board or at the company office at the foot of Pine St.

—Abner Marsh, presdn’t

Marsh inspected the advertisement, nodded, and flipped

back a page, to see what Joshua York had cut out. The item

looked to be a reprint lifted from some downriver paper,

about some old no-count woodyard man found dead in his

cabin on the river north of New Madrid. The mate of a

steamer that had put in for wood found him, when no one

answered their calls. Some thought that Indians did it, some

others said wolves, since the body had been all ripped up,

and half eaten. That was just about all it said.

“Something wrong, Cap’n Marsh?” Jeffers asked. “You got

a queer look on your face.”

Marsh folded up Jeffers’ Democrat and stuck it under his

arm with York’s. “No, nothin’, damn paper just spelled a

couple things wrong.”

Jeffers smiled. “Are you certain? I know spelling isn’t your

strong suit, Cap’n.”

“Don’t you go joshing me about that again, or I’ll chuck

you over the side, Mister Jeffers,” Marsh replied. “I’m going

to be takin’ your paper, if you don’t mind.”

“Go ahead,” Jeffers said, “I’d finished.”



Back at the bar Marsh reread the story about the

woodyard man. Why should Joshua York be cutting out some

item about some fool trash killed by wolves? Marsh couldn’t

figure an answer, but it bothered him. He looked up and

noticed Simon’s eyes on him in the big mirror over the bar.

Marsh quickly folded up the Democrat again and stuffed it

into a pocket. “Let me have a little glass of whiskey,” he

said.

Marsh drank the whiskey straight down, and made a long

“Aaaaaaah” as the burning spread down through his chest.

It cleared his head a mite. There were ways he could find

out more about this, but then again it wasn’t rightly his

business what kind of newspaper stories Joshua York liked to

read. Besides, he had given his word not to go prying into

York’s business, and Abner Marsh fancied himself a man of

his word. Resolute, Marsh set down his glass and moved

away from the bar. He clomped down the grand, curving

stair to the main deck, and tossed both newspapers into one

of the dark furnaces. The deckhands looked at him

strangely, but Marsh felt better immediately. A man

shouldn’t go around entertaining suspicions about his

partner, especially one as generous and well-mannered as

Joshua York. “What are you lookin’ at?” he barked at the

deckhands. “Ain’t you got no work to do? I’ll find Hairy Mike

and see he gets you some!” Immediately the men were

busy. Abner Marsh went back up to the main cabin and had

himself another drink.

The next morning Marsh went over to Pine Street, to his

company’s main office, and tended to business for several

hours. He lunched at the Planters’ House, surrounded by old

friends and old rivals, feeling grand. Marsh bragged up a

storm about his steamer, and had to endure Farrell and

O’Brien flapping their jaws about their boats, but that was

all right, he just smiled and said, “Well, boys, maybe we’ll



meet on the river. Wouldn’t that be grand?” Not a soul

mentioned his previous misfortune, and three different men

came up to his table and asked Marsh if he needed a pilot

for the lower Mississippi. It was a fine couple of hours.

Strolling back to the river, Marsh chanced to pass a

tailor’s shop. He hesitated, tugging at his beard thoughtfully

while he mulled over an idea that had struck him real

sudden. Then he went inside, grinning, and ordered up a

new captain’s coat for himself. A white one, with a double

row of silver buttons, just like Joshua’s. Marsh left two

dollars on account, and arranged to pick up the coat when

the Fevre Dream returned to St. Louis. He left feeling very

satisfied with himself.

The riverfront was chaotic. A consignment of dry goods

had arrived late, and the roustabouts were sweating to get

it loaded up in time. Whitey had the steam up; tall white

plumes were rising from the ’scape-pipes, and dark smoke

rolled out of the chimneys’ flowered tops. The steamer to

the left of the Fevre Dream was backing out, with great

gouts of smoke and much whistle-blowing and shouting. And

the big side-wheeler to the right was unloading freight onto

its wharfboat, an old decrepit shell of a steamer tied

permanently to the landing. All up and down the riverfront

there were steamboats, as far as the eye could see in either

direction, more boats than Marsh could count. Nine boats up

was the luxurious, three-decked John Simonds, taking on

passengers. Down from her was the side-wheeler Northern

Light, with a picture of the Aurora painted gaudy on her

paddle boxes; she was a brand new upper-Mississippi

steamer, and the Northwestern Line said she was faster

than any boat that had plied those waters yet. Coming

downriver was the Grey Eagle, which the Northern Light was

going to have to take to live up to her brag. There was the



Northerner, and the crude, powerful stern-wheeler St. Joe,

and the Die Vernon II, and the Natchez.

Marsh looked at each of them in turn, at the intricate

devices suspended between their chimneys, at their fancy

jigsaw carpentry and their bright paint, at their hissing,

billowing steam, at the power in their wheels. And then he

looked at his own boat, the Fevre Dream, all white and blue

and silver, and it seemed to him that her steam rose higher

than any of the others, and her whistle had a sweeter,

clearer tone, and her paint was cleaner and her wheels

more for-mid-a-bul, and she stood taller than all but three or

four of the other boats, and she was longer than just about

any of them. “We’ll take ’em all,” he said to himself, and he

went on down to his lady.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Mississippi River, 

July 1857

Abner Marsh cut a wedge of cheddar from the wheel on the

table, positioned it carefully atop what remained of his apple

pie, and forked them both up with a quick motion of his big

red hand. He belched, wiped his mouth with his napkin and

shook a few crumbs from his beard, and sat back with a

smile on his face.

“Good pie?” asked Joshua York, smiling at Marsh over a

brandy snifter.

“Toby don’t bake no other kind,” Marsh replied. “You

should of tried a piece.” He pushed away from the table and

stood up. “Well, drink up, Joshua. It’s time.”

“Time?”

“You wanted to learn the river, didn’t you? You ain’t goin’

to learn it settin’ to table, I’ll tell you that much.”

York finished his brandy, and they went up to the pilot

house together. Karl Framm was on duty. He was lounging



on the couch, smoke curling up from his pipe, while his cub

—a tall youth with lank blond hair hanging down to his collar

—worked as steersman. “Cap’n Marsh,” Framm said,

nodding. “And you must be the mysterious Cap’n York.

Pleased to meet you. Never been on a steamer with two

captains before.” He grinned, a wide lopsided grin that

flashed a gold tooth. “This boat got almost as many

captains as I got wives. Of course, it stands to reason. Why,

this boat got more boilers and more mirrors and more silver

than any boat I ever seen, so it ought to have more captains

too, I figure.” The lanky pilot leaned forward and knocked

some ashes from his pipe into the belly of the big iron stove.

It was cold and dark, the night being hot and thick. “What

can I do for you gentlemen?” Framm asked.

“Learn us the river,” said Marsh.

Framm’s eyebrows rose. “Learn you the river? I got myself

a cub here. Ain’t that right, Jody?”

“Sure is, Mister Framm.”

Framm smiled and shrugged. “Now, I’m learnin’ Jody here,

and it’s all been arranged, I’m to get six hundred dollars

from the first wages he gets after he’s been licensed and

taken into the association. I’m only doin’ it so cheap cause I

know his family. Can’t say I know your families, though,

can’t say that a-tall.”

Joshua York undid the buttons on his dark gray vest. He

was wearing a money belt. He brought out a twenty-dollar

gold piece, and placed it on top of the stove, the gold

gleaming softly against the black iron. “Twenty,” said York.

He set another gold piece atop it. “Forty,” he said. Then a

third. “Sixty.” When the count reached three hundred York

buttoned up his vest. “I’m afraid that is all I have on me,



Mister Framm, but I assure you I am not without funds. Let

us agree to seven hundred dollars for yourself, and an equal

amount for Mister Albright, if the two of you will instruct me

in the rudiments of piloting, and refresh Captain Marsh here

so he can steer his own boat. Payable immediately, not from

future wages. What say you?”

Framm was real cool about it, Marsh thought. He sucked

on his pipe thoughtfully for a moment, like he was

considering the offer, and finally reached out and took the

stack of gold coins. “Can’t speak for Mister Albright, but for

myself, I was always fond of the color of gold. I’ll learn you.

What say you come on up tomorrow during the day, at the

start of my watch?”

“That may be fine for Captain Marsh,” York said, “but I

prefer to begin immediately.”

Framm looked around. “Hell,” he said. “Can’t you see? It’s

night. Been learning Jody for near a year now, and it’s only

been a month I been lettin’ him steer by night. Running at

night ain’t never easy. No.” His tone was firm. “I’ll learn you

by day first, when a man can see where’s he runnin’ to.”

“I will learn by night. I keep strange hours, Mister Framm.

But you need not worry. I have excellent night vision, better

than yours, I suspect.”

The pilot unfolded his long legs, stood up, and stalked

over and took the wheel. “Go below, Jody,” he said to his

cub. When the youth had gone, Framm said, “Ain’t no man

sees good enough to run a bad stretch of river in the dark.”

He stood with his back to them, intent on the black starlit

waters ahead. Far up the river they could see the distant

lights of another steamer. “Tonight is a good clear night, no

clouds to speak of, a half decent moon, good stage on the



river. Look at that water out there. Like black glass. Look at

the banks. Real easy to see where they’re at, ain’t it?”

“Yes,” said York. Marsh, smiling, said nothing.

“Well,” said Framm, “it ain’t always like that. Sometimes

there ain’t no moon, sometimes there’s clouds covering

everything. Gets awful black then. Gets so a man can’t see

much of nothin’. The banks pull back so you can’t see where

they are, and if you don’t know what you’re doin’ you can

steer right into ’em. Other times you get shadows that hulk

up like they were solid land, and you got to know they ain’t,

otherwise you’ll spend half the night steerin’ away from

things that ain’t really there. How do you suppose a pilot

knows such things, Cap’n York?” Framm gave him no chance

to reply. He tapped his temple. “By memory is how. By

seeing the dern river by day and rememberin’ it, all of it,

every bend and every house along the shore, every

woodyard, where it runs deep and where it’s shallow, where

you got to cross. You pilot a steamer with what you know,

Cap’n York, not with what you see. But you got to see before

you can know, and you can’t see good enough by night.”

“That’s the truth, Joshua,” Abner Marsh affirmed, putting a

hand up on York’s shoulder.

York said quietly, “The boat up ahead of us is a side-

wheeler, with what appears to be an ornate K between her

chimneys, and a pilot house with a domed roof. Right now

she’s passing a woodyard. There’s an old rotten wharf there,

and a colored man is sitting on the end of it, looking out at

the river.”

Marsh let go of York’s shoulder and moved to the window,

squinting. The other boat was a long way ahead. He could

make out that she was a side-wheeler right enough, but the



device between her chimneys . . . the chimneys were black

against a black sky, he could barely see them, and then only

because of the sparks flying from them. “Damn,” he said.

Framm glanced around at York with surprise in his eyes. “I

can’t make out half that stuff myself,” he said, “but I do

believe you’re right.” A few moments later the Fevre Dream

steamed past the woodyard, and there was the old colored

man, just like York had described. “He’s smokin’ a pipe,”

Framm said, grinning. “You left that out.”

“Sorry,” Joshua York said.

“Well,” said Framm thoughtfully, “well.” He chewed on his

pipe, his eyes on the river ahead. “You surely do have good

night eyes, I’ll give you that. But I’m still not sure. It ain’t

hard to see a woodyard up ahead on a clear night. Seein’ an

old darkie is a mite harder, with the way they blend in and

all, but still, that’s one thing, and the river is another.

There’s lots of little things a pilot has got to see that your

cabin passenger would never notice a-tall. The look of the

water when a snag or a sawyer is hidin’ underneath it. Old

dead trees that’ll tell you the stage of the river a hundred

miles farther on. The way to tell a bluff reef from a wind

reef. You got to be able to read the river like it was a book,

and the words is just little ripples and eddies, sometimes all

faded so they can’t be made out properly, and then you got

to rely on what you remember about the last time you read

that page. Now you wouldn’t go try readin’ a book in the

dark, would you?”

York ignored that. “I can see a ripple on the water as

easily as I can see a woodyard, if I know what to look for.

Mister Framm, if you can’t teach me the river, I’ll find a pilot

who can. I remind you that I am the owner and master of

the Fevre Dream.”



Framm glanced around again, frowning now. “More work

by night,” he said. “If you want to learn by night, it’ll cost

you eight hundred.”

York’s expression melted into a slow smile. “Done,” he

said. “Now, let us begin.”

Karl Framm pushed back his slouchy hat until it sat on the

back of his head, and gave a long sigh, like a man who was

inordinately put upon. “All right,” he said, “it’s your money,

and your boat too. Don’t come botherin’ me when you tear

out her bottom. Now listen up. The river runs pretty straight

from St. Louis down to Cairo, before the Ohio comes in. But

you got to know it anyhow. This here stretch is called the

graveyard from time to time, cause a lot of boats went down

here. Some, you can still see the chimneys peeping up

above the water, or the whole damn wreck lyin’ in the mud

if the river’s low—the ones that are down under the

waterline, though, you better know where they lie, or the

next damn boat comin’ down is goin’ to have to know where

you lie. You got to learn your marks, too, and how to handle

the boat. Here, step on up and take the wheel, get the feel

of her. You couldn’t touch bottom with a church steeple right

now, it’s safe enough.” York and Framm changed places.

“Now, the first point below St. Louis . . .” Framm began.

Abner Marsh sat himself down on the couch, listening, while

the pilot went on and on, meandering from the marks to

tricks of steering to long stories about the steamers that lay

sunken in the graveyard they were running. He was a

colorful storyteller, but after every tale he’d recollect the

task at hand and meander back to the marks again. York

drank it all in, quietlike. He seemed to pick up the knack of

steering quickly, and whenever Framm stopped and asked

him to repeat some bit of information, Joshua just reeled it

back at him.



At length, after they’d caught and passed the side-

wheeler that had been running ahead of them, Marsh found

himself yawning. It was such a fine sharp night, though, that

he hated to go to bed. He hoisted himself up and went down

to the texas-tender, coming back with a pot of hot coffee

and a plate of tarts. When he returned, Karl Framm was

spinning the yarn about the wreck of the Drennan Whyte,

lost above Natchez in ’50 with a treasure aboard her. The

Evermonde tried to raise her, caught fire and went to the

bottom. The Ellen Adams, a salvage steamer, came looking

for the treasure in ’51, struck a bar and half sank. “The

treasure’s cursed, y’see,” Framm was saying, “either that or

that old devil river just don’t want to give it up.”

Marsh smiled and poured the coffee. “Joshua,” he said,

“that story’s true enough, but don’t you go believing

everything he says. This man’s the most notorious liar on

the river.”

“Why, Cap’n!” Framm said, grinning. He turned back to

the river. “See that old cabin yonder, with the tumbly-down

porch?” he said. “Good, cause you got to recollect it . . .”

and he was off again. It was a solid twenty minutes before

he got distracted by the story of E. Jenkins, the steamer that

was thirty miles long, with hinges in the middle so it could

make the turns in the river. Even Joshua York gave Framm

an incredulous look for that one. But he was smiling.

Marsh retired about an hour after he’d eaten the last of

the tarts. Framm was amusing enough, but he’d take his

lessons by day, when he could damn well see the marks the

pilot was talking about.

When he woke, it was morning and the Fevre Dream was

at Cape Girardeau, taking on a load of grist. Framm had

elected to put in there sometime during the night, he



learned, when some fog closed in around them. Cape

Girardeau was a haughty town perched up on its bluffs,

some 150 miles below St. Louis, and Marsh did some

figuring and was pleased with their time. It was no record,

but it was good.

Within the hour the Fevre Dream was back on the river,

heading downstream. The July sun was fierce overhead, the

air thick with heat and humidity and insects, but up on the

texas deck it was cool and serene. Stops were frequent.

With eighteen big boilers to keep hot, the steamer ate wood

like nobody’s business, but fuel was never a problem;

woodyards dotted both banks regularly. Whenever they got

low the mate would signal up to the pilot, and they’d put in

near some ramshackle little cabin surrounded by big stacks

of split beech or oak or chestnut, and Marsh or Jonathon

Jeffers would go ashore and dicker with the woodyard man.

When they gave the signal, the deckhands would swarm

ashore at those cords of wood, and in three blinks of your

eye it would be gone, stowed aboard the steamer. Cabin

passengers always liked to watch the wooding operations

from the railings on the boiler deck. Deck passengers

always liked to get in the way.

They stopped at all manner of towns as well, causing no

end of excitement. They stopped at an unmarked landing to

discharge one passenger, and a private dock to pick one up.

Around noon they stopped for a woman and child who

hailed them from a bank, and close to four they had to slow

and back their wheels so three men in a rowboat could

catch them and clamber aboard. The Fevre Dream didn’t run

far that day, or fast. By the time the westering sun was

turning the broad waters a deep burnished red, they were in

sight of Cairo, and Dan Albright chose to tie up there for the

night.



South of Cairo the Ohio flowed into the Mississippi, and

the two rivers made an odd sight. They wouldn’t merge all

at once, but kept each to itself, the clear blue flow of the

Ohio a bright ribbon down the eastern bank, against the

murkier brown waters of the Mississippi. Here too was where

the lower river took on its own peculiar character; from

Cairo to New Orleans and the Gulf, a distance of nearly 1100

miles, the Mississippi coiled and looped and bent round and

about like a writhing snake, changing its course at the

merest whim, eating through the soft soil unpredictably,

sometimes leaving docks high and dry, or putting whole

towns under water. The pilots claimed the river was never

the same twice. The upper Mississippi, where Abner Marsh

had been born and had learned his trade, was an entirely

different place, confined between high, rocky bluffs and

running straight as often as not. Marsh stood up on the

hurricane deck for a long time, looking at the passing

scenery and trying to feel the difference of it, and the

difference it would make to his future. He had crossed from

the upper river to the lower, he thought, and into a new part

of his life.

Shortly after, Marsh was jawing with Jeffers in the clerk’s

office when he heard the bell sound three times, the signal

for a landing. He frowned, and looked out Jeffers’ window.

Nothing was visible except densely wooded banks. “I

wonder why we’re landin’,” Marsh said. “New Madrid’s the

next stop. I may not know this part of the river, but this sure

ain’t New Madrid.”

Jeffers shrugged. “Perhaps we were hailed.”

Marsh begged his pardon and went on up to the pilot

house. Dan Albright was at the wheel. “Was there a hail?”

Marsh asked.



“No, sir,” answered Albright. He was a laconic sort. He

answered what you asked him, barely.

“Where we stopping?”

“Woodyard, Cap’n.”

Marsh saw there was indeed a woodyard up ahead, on the

west bank. “Mister Albright, I do believe we wooded up not

an hour ago. We can’t have burned it all already. Did Hairy

Mike ask you to land?” The mate was supposed to keep

track of when a steamer needed wood.

“No, sir. This is Captain York’s order. The word was passed

along that I was to put in at this particular woodyard,

whether we wanted wood or not.” Albright glanced over. He

was a trim little fellow, with a thin dark moustache, a red

silk tie, and patent leather boots. “Are you telling me to pass

by?”

“No,” Abner Marsh said hastily. York might have warned

him, he thought, but their bargain gave Joshua the right to

give queer orders. “You know how long we’re goin’ to be

here?”

“I hear York has business ashore. If he don’t get up till

dark, that’s all day.”

“Damn. Our schedule—the passengers will be askin’ no

end of bothersome questions.” Marsh frowned. “Well, I

suppose there’s no help for it. We might as well take on

some more wood long as we’re here. I’ll go see to it.”

Marsh struck up a bargain with the boy running the

woodyard, a slender Negro in a thin cotton shirt. The boy

wasn’t much for dickering; Marsh got beech from him at

cottonwood prices, and made him throw in some pine knots



too. As the roustabouts and deckhands meandered over to

load up, Marsh looked the colored boy square in the eye,

smiled, and said, “You’re new at this, ain’t you?”

The boy nodded. “Yassuh, Cap’n.” Marsh nodded, and was

starting to turn back to the steamer, but the boy continued,

“I jest been here a week, Cap’n. Ol’ white man useta be

here got hisself et up by wolves.”

Marsh looked at the boy hard. “We’re only a couple miles

north of New Madrid, ain’t we, boy?”

“Thass right, Cap’n.”

When Abner Marsh returned to the Fevre Dream, he was

feeling very agitated. Damn Joshua York, he thought. What

was the man up to, and why did they have to waste a whole

day at this fool woodyard? Marsh had a good mind to go

storming up to York’s cabin and give him a good talking to.

He considered the idea briefly, then thought better of it. It

was none of his business, Marsh reminded himself forcibly.

He settled down to wait.

The hours passed slowly as the Fevre Dream lay dead in

the water off the woodyard. A dozen other steamers slid by

downriver, much to Abner Marsh’s annoyance. Almost as

many came struggling upstream. A brief knife fight between

two deck passengers in which no one was injured provided

the afternoon’s excitement. Mostly the passengers and crew

of the Fevre Dream lazed about on her decks, chairs tilted

back in the sun, smoking or chewing or arguing politics.

Jeffers and Albright played chess in the pilot house. Framm

told wild stories in the grand saloon. Some of the ladies

started talk of getting up a dance. And Abner Marsh grew

more and more impatient.



At dark, Marsh was sitting up on the texas porch, drinking

coffee and swatting mosquitoes, when he happened to

glance toward shore in time to see Joshua York leave the

steamer. Simon was with him. They stopped by the cabin

and talked briefly to the woodyard boy, then vanished down

a rutted mud road into the woods. “Well, I’ll be,” Marsh said,

rising. “With not even a by-your-leave or a hello.” He

frowned. “No supper neither.” That reminded him, though,

and he went on down to the main cabin to eat.

The night went by; passengers and crew alike grew

restless. Drinking was heavy around the bar. Some planter

started up a game of brag, and others began to sing, and

one stiff-necked young man got himself hit with a cane for

calling for abolition.

Near midnight, Simon returned alone. Abner Marsh was in

the saloon when Hairy Mike tapped him on the shoulder;

Marsh had left orders to be summoned as soon as York

came back. “Get your roustas aboard and tell Whitey to get

our steam up,” he snapped at the mate, “we got us some

time to make up.” Then he went to see York. Only York

wasn’t there.

“Joshua wants you to go on,” Simon reported. “He will

travel by land, and meet you in New Madrid. Wait for him.”

Heated questioning drew nothing more out of him; Simon

only fixed Marsh with his small, cold eyes and repeated the

message, that the Fevre Dream was to wait for York at New

Madrid.

Once steam was up, it was a short, pleasant voyage. New

Madrid was a bare few miles downriver from the woodyard

where they had been tied up all day. Marsh gladly bid the

desolate place farewell as they steamed off into the night.

“Damn that Joshua,” he muttered.



They lost almost two full days in New Madrid.

“He’s dead,” Jonathon Jeffers opined when they had been

tied up for a day and a half. New Madrid had hotels, billiard

parlors, churches, and diverse other recreations not

available in woodyards, so the time spent at the landing was

not near as boring, but nonetheless everyone was anxious

to be off. A half-dozen passengers, impatient with the delay

when the weather was good—the boat seemed in fine fettle,

and the stage was high—came up to Marsh and demanded a

refund of their passage money. They were indignantly

refused, but Marsh still seethed and wondered aloud where

Joshua York had got himself to.

“York ain’t dead,” Marsh said. “I’m not sayin’ he ain’t goin’

to wish he was dead when I get ahold of him, but he ain’t

dead yet.”

Behind the gold spectacles, Jeffers’ eyebrow arched. “No?

How can you be so sure, Cap’n? He was alone, on foot,

going through the woods by night. There are scoundrels out

there, and animals, too. I do believe there have been a

number of deaths around New Madrid the last few years.”

Marsh stared at him. “What’s that?” he demanded. “How

do you know?”

“I read the papers,” said Jeffers.

Marsh scowled. “Well, it don’t make no difference. York

ain’t dead. I know that, Mister Jeffers, I know that for a fact.”

“Lost, then?” suggested the clerk, with a cool smile. “Shall

we get up a party and go look for him, Cap’n?”

“I’ll think on that,” said Abner Marsh.



But there was no need. That night, an hour after the sun

had set, Joshua York came striding up to the landing. He did

not look like a man who had spent two days off by himself in

the woods. His boots and trouser legs were dusty, but other

than that his clothing looked as elegant as on the night he

had left. His gait was rushed but graceful. He bounded up

the stage, and smiled when he saw Jack Ely, the second

engineer. “Find Whitey and get the steam up,” York said to

Ely, “we’re leaving.” Then, before anyone could question

him, he was halfway up the grand staircase.

Marsh, for all his anger and restlessness, found himself

remarkably relieved at Joshua’s return. “Go ring the

goddamned bell so them that went ashore know we’re

leaving,” he told Hairy Mike. “I want to get us out on the

river again soon as we can.”

York was in his cabin, washing his hands in the basin of

water that sat atop his chest of drawers. “Abner,” he said

politely when Marsh came rushing in after a brief,

thunderous knock. “Do you think I might trouble Toby for a

late supper?”

“I’ll trouble you to ask why we been wastin’ all this time,”

Marsh said. “Damn it, Joshua, I know you said you’d act

queer, but two days! Ain’t no way to run a steam packet, I

tell you that.”

York dried his long, pale hands carefully, and turned. “It

was important. I warn you that I may do it again. You will

have to accustom yourself to my ways, Abner, and see that I

am not questioned.”

“We got freight to deliver, and passengers who paid for

passage, not for loungin’ around at woodyards. What do I

tell them, Joshua?”



“Whatever you choose. You are ingenious, Abner. I

provided the money in our partnership. I expect you to

provide the excuses.” His tone was cordial but firm. “If it is

any solace, this first trip will be the worst. On future trips, I

anticipate few if any mysterious excursions. You’ll get your

record run without any trouble from me.” He smiled. “I hope

you can be satisfied with that. Take hold of your impatience,

friend. We’ll reach New Orleans eventually, and then things

will go easier. Can you accept that, Abner? Abner? Is

anything wrong?”

Abner Marsh had been squinting hard, and scarcely

listening to York at all. He must have had an odd look on his

face, he realized. “No,” he said quickly, “just two days,

that’s all that’s wrong. But it’s no matter. No matter at all.

Whatever you say, Joshua.”

York nodded, seemingly satisfied. “I am going to change,

and bother Toby for a meal, and then go on up to the pilot

house to learn more of your river. Who has the after-watch

tonight?”

“Mister Framm,” said Marsh.

“Good,” York said. “Karl is very entertaining.”

“That he is,” replied Marsh. “Excuse me, Joshua. Got to

get down below and see to things, if we’re goin’ to get

underway tonight.” He turned abruptly and left the cabin.

But outside, in the heat of the night, Abner Marsh leaned

heavily on his walking stick and stared off into the star-

flecked darkness, trying to summon up the thing he thought

he’d seen across the cabin.

If only his eyes were better. If only York had lit both oil

lamps, instead of just one. If only he had dared to walk

closer. It had been hard to make out, all the way over there



on the chest of drawers. But Marsh couldn’t get it out of his

mind. The cloth on which York had been wiping his hands

had stains on it. Dark stains. Reddish.

And they’d looked too damn much like blood.



CHAPTER NINE

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Mississippi River, 

August 1857

Day after tedious day slipped by as the Fevre Dream crept

down the Mississippi.

A fleet steamer could run from St. Louis to New Orleans

and back in twenty-eight days or so, even allowing for

intermediate stops and landings, for a week or more at

wharfside loading or unloading, and for a reasonable

amount of bad weather. But at the pace the Fevre Dream

was keeping, it was going to take them a month just to

reach New Orleans. It seemed to Abner Marsh as if the

weather, the river, and Joshua York were all conspiring to

slow him down. Fog lay over the water for two days, thick

and gray as soiled cotton; Dan Albright ran through it for

some six hours, cautiously steering the steamer into solid,

shifting walls of mist that faded and gave way before her,

leaving Marsh a mass of nerves. Had it been up to him, they

would have laid up the moment the fog closed in rather

than risk the Fevre Dream, but out on the river it was the

pilot who decided such things, not the captain, and Albright

pressed on. Finally, though, the mists grew too thick even

for him, and they lost a day and a half at a landing near



Memphis, watching the brown water rush past and tug at

them, and listening to distant splashes in the fog. Once a

raft came by, a fire burning on its deck, and they heard the

raftsmen calling out to them, vague faint cries that echoed

over the river before the gray swallowed raft and sound

both.

When the fog had finally lifted enough so that Karl Framm

judged it safe to try the river again, they steamed for less

than an hour before coming up hard on a bar as Framm tried

to run an uncertain cutoff and save some time. Deckhands

and firemen and roustabouts spilled ashore, with Hairy Mike

supervising, and walked the steamer over, but it took more

than three hours, and afterward they crept along slow, with

Albright out ahead in the yawl, taking soundings. Finally

they got clear of the cutoff and into good water again, but

that was not the end of their troubles. There was a

thunderstorm three days later, and more than once the

Fevre Dream had to take the long way around a bend in the

river because of snags or low water in the chutes or cutoffs,

or move along slow, paddles barely turning, while the

sounding yawl edged out ahead with the off-duty pilot and

an officer and a picked crew to drop lead and call back the

news: “Quarter twain,” or “Quarter less three,” or “Mark

three.” The nights were black and overcast when they

weren’t foggy; if the steamer ran at all, she ran carefully, at

quarter speed or less, with no smoking allowed up in the

pilot house and all the windows below carefully curtained

and shuttered so the boat gave off no light and the

steersman could more easily see the river. The banks were

pitch and desolate those nights, and moved around like

restless corpses, shifting here and there so a man couldn’t

easily make out where the deep water ran, or even where

water ended and land began. The river ran dark as sin, with

no moonlight or stars upon it. Some nights it was hard even

to spy the nighthawk, the device partway up the flagpole by



which pilots gauged their marks. But Framm and Albright,

different as they were, were both lightning pilots, and they

kept the Fevre Dream moving when it was possible to move

at all. The times when they tied up were times when nothing

moved on the river, except rafts and logs, and a handful of

flatboats and small steamers that didn’t hardly draw nothing

at all.

Joshua York helped them along; each night he was up in

the pilot house to stand his watch like a proper cub. “I told

him right off that a night like that weren’t no good,” Framm

said to Marsh once over dinner. “I couldn’t learn him marks

that I couldn’t rightly see myself, could I? Well, that man’s

got the damndest eyes for the darkness I ever seen. There’s

times I swear he’s seein’ right into the water, and it ain’t

nothin’ to him how black it gets. I keep him by me and tell

him the marks, and nine times out of ten he sees ’em before

I do. Last night I think I would have tied her up halfway

through the dog watch, but for Joshua.”

But York delayed the steamer as well. Six additional

landings were made on his order, at Greenville and at two

smaller towns and at a private wharf in Tennessee and twice

at woodyards. Twice he was gone all night. At Memphis York

had no business ashore, but elsewhere he dragged out their

layovers intolerably. When they put in at Helena he was

gone overnight, and at Napoleon he held them up three

days, him and Simon, doing God knows what off by

themselves. Vicksburg was even worse; there they idled

four nights away before Joshua York finally returned to the

Fevre Dream.

The day they steamed out of Memphis, the sunset was

especially pretty. A few lingering wisps of mist took on an

orange glow, and the clouds in the west turned a vivid, fiery

red, until the sky itself seemed aflame. But Abner Marsh,



standing alone up on the texas deck, had eyes only for the

river. No other steamers were in sight. The water ahead of

them was calm; here the wind sent up a series of ripples,

and there the current flowed around the wicked black limbs

of a fallen tree jutting out from the shore, but mostly the old

devil was placid. And as the sun went down, the muddy

water took on a reddish tinge, a tinge that grew and spread

and darkened until it seemed as if the Fevre Dream moved

upon a flowing river of blood. Then the sun vanished behind

the trees and the clouds, and slowly the blood darkened,

going brown as blood does when it dries, and finally black,

dead black, black as the grave. Marsh watched the last

crimson eddies vanish. No stars came out that night. He

went down to supper with blood on his mind.

Days had passed since New Madrid, and Abner Marsh had

done nothing, said nothing. But he had done a considerable

amount of thinking about what he had seen, or what he

hadn’t seen, in Joshua’s cabin. He couldn’t be sure he had

seen anything, of course. Besides, what if he had? Perhaps

Joshua had cut himself in the woods . . . though Marsh had

looked closely at York’s hands the following night, and had

seen no signs of a cut or scab. Perhaps he had butchered an

animal, or defended himself against thieves; a dozen good

reasons presented themselves, but all fell before the simple

fact of Joshua’s silence. If York had nothing to hide, why was

he so damn secretive? The more Abner Marsh thought on

that, the less he liked it.

Marsh had seen blood before, plenty of it; fistfights and

canings, duels and shootings. The river ran down into slave

country, and blood flowed easily there for those whose skin

was black. The free states weren’t much better. Marsh had

been in bleeding Kansas for a time, had seen men burned

and shot. He had served in the Illinois militia when he was

younger, and had fought in the Black Hawk War. He still



dreamt at times of the Battle of Bad Axe, when they’d cut

down Black Hawk’s people, women and children too, as they

tried to cross the Mississippi to the safety of the western

shore. That had been a bloody day, but needed; Black Hawk

had come a-warring and a-raiding over to Illinois, after all.

The blood that might or might not have been on Joshua’s

hands was different, somehow. It left Marsh uneasy,

disquieted.

Still, he reminded himself, he had made a bargain. A

bargain was a bargain to Abner Marsh, and a man was

bound to keep those he made, whether good or bad,

whether with a preacher or a sharper or the devil hisself.

Joshua York had mentioned having enemies, Marsh recalled,

and a man’s dealings with his enemies were his own

business. York had been fair enough with Marsh.

So he reasoned, and tried to put the whole matter from

his mind.

But the Mississippi turned to blood, and there was

bleeding in his dreams as well. Aboard the Fevre Dream, the

mood began to grow bored and somber. A striker got

careless and was scalded by the steam, and had to be set

ashore at Napoleon. A roustabout ran off at Vicksburg, which

was crazy, it being slave country and him a free colored

man. Fights broke out among the deck passengers. It was

the boredom and the thick, suffocating wet heat of August,

Jeffers told him. Trash gets crazy when it gets hot, Hairy

Mike echoed. Abner Marsh wasn’t so sure. It seemed almost

like they were being punished.

Missouri and Tennessee vanished behind them, and Marsh

fretted. Cities and towns and woodyards drifted by, days

turned into tortuously slow weeks, and they lost passengers



and cargo because of York’s layovers. Marsh went ashore,

into saloons and hotels popular with steamboatmen, and

listened, and didn’t like the gab he heard about his boat. For

all her boilers, one story ran, the Fevre Dream was built too

big and heavy, and wasn’t very fast at all. Engine trouble,

another rumor claimed; seams near to bursting on the

boilers. That was bad talk; boiler explosions were greatly

feared. A mate from some New Orleans boat told Marsh in

Vicksburg that the Fevre Dream looked sweet enough, but

her captain was just some no-count upper-river man who

didn’t have the courage to run her full out. Marsh nearly

broke open his head. There was talk about York as well, him

and his queer friends and their ways. The Fevre Dream was

starting to get herself a reputation, sure enough, but it was

not one that Abner Marsh was over-partial to.

By the time they came steaming into Natchez, Marsh had

had quite enough.

It was an hour shy of dusk when they first sighted Natchez

in the distance, a few lights burning already in the ruddy

afternoon, shadows lengthening from the west. It had been

a fine day, but for the heat; they’d made their best time

since leaving Cairo. The river had a golden sheen to it, and

the sun shimmered upon it like a burnished brass ornament,

gaudy as all get-out, rippling and dancing when the wind

breathed upon the water. Marsh had taken to bed that

afternoon, feeling a bit under the weather, but he got

himself out of the cabin when he heard the whistle shriek, in

answer to the call of another steamer that came high and

sweet over the water. They were talking to each other,

Marsh knew, an ascending and a descending boat deciding

which would pass to the right and which to the left when

they met. It happened a dozen times each day. But there

was something in the voice of the other boat that called to

him, dragged him from his sweaty sheets, and he came out



of the texas just in time to see her pass; the Eclipse, swift

and haughty, the gilded device between her chimneys

glittering in the sun, her passengers thick on her decks,

smoke rolling and tumbling from her. Marsh watched her

recede upriver until only her smoke could be seen, a strange

tightness in his gut all the while.

When the Eclipse had faded like a dream fades in the

morning, Marsh turned, and there was Natchez up ahead of

them. He heard the bells sounding the signal for a landing,

and their whistle called again.

A tangle of steamers crowded the landing, and beyond

them two cities waited for the Fevre Dream. Up on its lofty,

precipitous bluffs was Natchez-on-the-hill, the proper city,

with its broad streets, its trees and flowers, and all its grand

houses. Each one had a name. Monmouth. Linden. Auburn.

Ravenna. Concord and Belfast and Windy Hill. The Burn.

Marsh had been in Natchez a half-dozen times in his

younger days, before he’d had steamers of his own, and he

had made it a point to go walking up there and see all those

storied houses. They were goddamned palaces, every one of

them, and Marsh didn’t feel quite comfortable there. The old

families who lived inside them acted like kings, too; aloof

and arrogant, drinking their mint juleps and their sherry

cobblers, icing their damned wine, amusing themselves by

racing their highbred horses and hunting bears, dueling with

revolvers and bowie knives over the slightest trifling affront.

The nabobs, Marsh had heard them called. They were a fine

lot, and every goddamned one of them seemed to be a

colonel. Sometimes they showed up on the landing, and

then you had to invite them aboard your steamboat for

cigars and drinks, no matter how they behaved.

But they were a curiously blind bunch. From their great

houses on the bluffs, the nabobs looked out over the shining



majesty of the river, but somehow they couldn’t see the

things that were right underneath them.

For beneath the mansions, between the river and the

bluffs, was another city: Natchez-under-the-hill. No marble

columns stood there, and there were precious few flowers

either. The streets were mud and dust. Brothels clustered

round the steamer landing and lined Silver Street, or what

was left of it. Much of the street had caved into the river

twenty years ago, and the walks that remained were half-

sunken and lined with tawdry women and dangerous, cold-

eyed, foppish young men. Main Street was all saloons and

billiard rooms and gambling halls, and each night the city

below the city steamed and seethed. Brawls and brags and

blood, crooked poker and Spanish burials, whores who’d do

most anything and men who’d grin at you and take your

purse and slit your throat in the bargain, that was Natchez-

under-the-hill. Whiskey and flesh and cards, red lights and

raucous song and watered gin, that was the way of it by the

river. Steamboatmen loved and hated Natchez-under-the-hill

and its milling population of cheap women and cutthroats

and gamblers and free blacks and mulattoes, even though

the older men swore that the city under the bluffs today

wasn’t nothing near as wild as it had been forty years back,

or even before the tornado that God had sent to clean it out

in 1840. Marsh didn’t know about that; it was wild enough

for him and he’d spent several memorable nights there,

years ago. But this time he had a bad feeling about it.

Briefly Marsh entertained a notion to pass it by, to climb

on up to the pilot house and tell Albright to keep on going.

But they had passengers to land, freight to unload, and the

crew would be looking forward to a night in fabled Natchez,

so Marsh did nothing for all his misgivings. The Fevre Dream

steamed in, and was made fast for the night. They quieted

her down, damped her steam and let the fires die in her



guts, and then her crew spilled from her like blood from an

open wound. A few of them paused on the landing to buy

frozen creams or fruit from the black peddlers with their

carts, but most streamed right down Silver Street toward

the hot bright lights.

Abner Marsh lingered on the texas porch until the stars

began to peer out. Song came drifting over the water from

the windows of the brothels, but it did not lighten his mood.

At last Joshua York opened his cabin door and stepped out

into the night. “You goin’ ashore, Joshua?” Marsh asked him.

York smiled coolly. “Yes, Abner.”

“How long will you be gone this time?”

Joshua York gave an elegant shrug. “I cannot say. I will

return as soon as I can. Wait for me.”

“I’d sooner go with you, Joshua,” Marsh said. “That’s

Natchez out there. Natchez-under-the-hill. It’s a rough place.

We might be waitin’ here a month, while you lay in some

gutter with your throat cut. Let me come with you, show you

around. I’m a riverman. You ain’t.”

“No,” York said. “I have business ashore, Abner.”

“We’re partners, ain’t we? Your business is my business,

where the Fevre Dream is concerned.”

“I have concerns beyond our steamboat, friend. Some

things you cannot help me with. Some things I must do

alone.”

“Simon goes with you, don’t he?”



“At times. That is different, Abner. Simon and I share . . .

certain interests that you and I do not.”

“You mentioned enemies once, Joshua. If that’s what

you’re about, takin’ care of those who wronged you, then

tell me. I’ll help.”

Joshua York shook his head. “No, Abner. My enemies might

not be your enemies.”

“Let me decide that, Joshua. You been fair with me so far.

Trust me to be fair with you.”

“I cannot,” York replied, sorrowfully. “Abner, we have a

bargain. Ask me no questions. Please. Now, if you would, let

me pass.”

Abner Marsh nodded and moved aside, and Joshua York

swept by him and started down the stairs. “Joshua,” Marsh

called out when York was almost to the bottom. The other

turned. “Be careful, Joshua,” Marsh said. “Natchez can be . .

. bloody.”

York stared up at him for a long time, his eyes as gray and

unreadable as smoke. “Yes,” he said finally, “I will take

care.” Then he turned and was gone.

Abner Marsh watched him go ashore and vanish into

Natchez-under-the-hill, his lean figure throwing long

shadows beneath the smoking lamps. When Joshua York was

quite gone, Marsh turned and proceeded forward to the

captain’s cabin. The door was locked, as he had known it

would be. Marsh reached in his ample pocket, and came out

with the key.

He hesitated before putting it in the lock. Having duplicate

keys made and stored in the steamer’s safe, that was no



betrayal, just plain sense. People died in locked cabins, after

all, and it was better to have a spare key than to have to

break the door in. But using the key, that was something

else. He had made a bargain, after all. But partners had to

trust each other, and if Joshua York would not trust him, how

could he expect trust in return? Resolute, Marsh opened the

lock, and entered York’s cabin.

Inside, he lit an oil lamp, and locked the door behind him.

He stood there uncertainly for a moment, looking around,

wondering what he hoped to find. York’s cabin was just a big

stateroom, looking like it had all the other times Marsh had

visited it. Still, there must be something here that would tell

him something about York, give him some clue as to the

nature of his partner’s peculiarities.

Marsh moved to the desk, which seemed the most likely

place to begin, carefully eased himself into York’s chair, and

began to sift through the newspapers. He touched them

gingerly, noting the position of each paper as he slid it out

for examination, so that he could leave all as he found it

when he left. The newspapers were . . . well, newspapers.

There must have been fifty of them on the desk, numbers

old and new, the Herald and the Tribune from New York,

several Chicago papers, all the St. Louis and New Orleans

journals, papers from Napoleon and Baton Rouge and

Memphis and Greenville and Vicksburg and Bayou Sara,

weeklies from a dozen little river towns. Most of them were

intact. A few had stories cut from them.

Beneath the litter of newspapers, Marsh found two

leather-bound ledger books. He eased them out slowly,

trying to ignore a nervous clenching in his stomach. Perhaps

here he had a journal or a diary, Marsh thought, something

to tell him where York had come from and where he aimed

to go. He opened the first ledger, and frowned in



disappointment. No diary. Only stories, carefully cut from

newspapers and mounted with paste, each one labeled as

to date and place in Joshua’s flowing hand.

Marsh read the story before him, from a Vicksburg paper,

about a body that had been found washed up on the

riverfront. The date placed it six months back. On the

opposite page were two items, both from Vicksburg as well;

a family found dead in a shanty twenty miles from the city,

a Negro wench—probably a runaway—discovered stiff in the

woods, dead of unknown causes.

Marsh turned the pages, read, turned again. After a time

he closed the book and opened the other. It was the same.

Page after page of bodies, mysterious deaths, corpses

discovered here and there, all arranged by city. Marsh

closed the books and returned them to their place, and tried

to consider. The newspapers had lots of accounts of deaths

and killings that York hadn’t bothered to cut out. Why? He

searched through a few newspapers and read over them

until he was sure. Then Marsh frowned. It appeared that

Joshua had no interest in shootings or knifings, in rivermen

drowned or blown up by boiler explosions or burned, in

gamblers and thieves hanged by the law. The stories he

collected were different. Deaths no one could account for.

Folks with throats tore out. Bodies all mutilated and ripped

up, or else too far rotted for anyone to know just how they’d

died. Bodies unmarked as well, found dead for no reason

anyone could find, found with wounds too small to notice at

first, found whole but bloodless. Between the two ledgers,

there must have been fifty or sixty stories, nine months’

worth of death drawn from the whole length of the lower

Mississippi.

Briefly Abner Marsh was afraid, sick at heart at the

thought that perhaps Joshua was saving accounts of his own



vile deeds. But a moment’s thought proved that could not

be. Some, perhaps, but in other cases the dates were

wrong; Joshua had been with him in St. Louis or New Albany

or aboard the Fevre Dream when these people met their

ghastly ends. He could not be responsible.

Still, Marsh saw, there was a pattern to the stops York had

ordered, to his secretive trips ashore. He was visiting the

sites of these stories, one by one. What was York looking

for? What . . . or who? An enemy? An enemy who had done

all this, somehow, moving up and down the river? If so, then

Joshua was on the side of right. But why the silence, if his

purpose was just?

It had to be more than one enemy, Marsh realized. No

single person could be responsible for all the killing in those

ledgers, and Joshua had said “enemies,” after all. Besides,

he had come back from New Madrid with blood on his

hands, but that did not end his quest.

He could not make sense of it.

Marsh began to go through the drawers and storage nooks

in York’s desk. Paper, fancy stationery impressed with a

picture of the Fevre Dream and the name of the line,

envelopes, ink, a half-dozen pens, a blotter, a map of the

river system with marks on it, boot polish, sealing wax: in

short, nothing useful. In one drawer he found letters, and

turned to them hopefully. But they told him nothing. Two

were letters of credit, the rest simple business

correspondence with agents in London, New York, St. Louis,

and other cities. Marsh did come on one letter from a banker

in St. Louis bringing Fevre River Packets to York’s attention.

“I think it best suited to your purposes as you describe

them,” the man had written. “Its owner is an experienced

riverman with a reputation for honesty, said to be



exceedingly ugly but fair, and he has recently had reverses

which should make him receptive to your offer.” The letter

went on, but told Marsh nothing he had not already known.

Replacing the letters as he had found them, Abner Marsh

rose and moved about the cabin, looking for something else,

something to enlighten him. He found nothing; clothing in

the drawers, York’s vile-tasting drink in the wine rack, suits

hung in the closet, books everywhere. Marsh checked the

titles of the volumes by York’s bedside; one was a book of

poetry by Shelley, the other some sort of medical book he

could scarcely understand a line of. The tall bookcase

offered more of the same; much fiction and poetry, a fair

amount of history, books on medicine and philosophy and

natural science, a dusty old tome on alchemy, an entire

shelf of books in foreign languages. A few untitled books,

hand-bound in finely tooled leather with gold-leaf pages,

presented themselves, and Marsh pulled one out, hoping

this might be the diary or log to answer his questions. But if

it was, he could not read it; the words were in some

grotesque, spindly code, and the hand was clearly not

Joshua’s airy script but rather crabbed and tiny.

Marsh went through the cabin one final time, to make sure

he had overlooked nothing, and finally determined to leave,

not much wiser than he had come. He inserted the key in

the lock, turned it carefully, snuffed the lamp, stepped

outside, and relocked the door behind him. It had gotten a

trifle cooler outside. Marsh realized that he was drenched in

sweat. He slipped the key back into his coat pocket and

turned to go.

And stopped.

A few yards away, the ghastly old woman Katherine was

standing and staring at him, cold malevolence in her eyes.



Marsh decided to brazen it out. He tipped his cap. “Good

evening, ma’am,” he said to her.

Katherine smiled slowly, a creeping rictus of a smile that

twisted her vulpine face into a mask of terrible glee. “Good

evening, Captain,” she said. Her teeth, Marsh noted, were

yellow, and very long.



CHAPTER TEN

New Orleans,

August 1857

After Adrienne and Alain had departed on the steamer

Cotton Queen, bound for Baton Rouge and Bayou Sara,

Damon Julian decided to take a stroll along the levee to a

French coffee stall he knew. Sour Billy Tipton walked

uneasily beside him, casting suspicious glances at everyone

they passed. The rest of Julian’s party followed; Kurt and

Cynthia walked together, while Armand brought up the rear,

furtive and ill-at-ease, already touched by the thirst.

Michelle was back at the house.

The rest were gone, dispersed, sent up or down the river

on one steamer or another by Julian’s command, searching

for money, safety, a new place to gather. Damon Julian had

finally stirred.

The moonlight was soft and bright as butter upon the

river. The stars were out. Along the levee, dozens of

steamers crowded in next to the sailing ships with their

high, proud masts and furled canvas sails. Niggers moved

cotton and sugar and flour from one sort of boat to the

other. The air was humid and fragrant, the streets crowded.



They found a table that gave them a good view of the

bustle, and ordered café au lait and the fried sugar pastries

the stall was famous for. Sour Billy bit into one and got

sugar powder all over his vest and sleeves. He cussed

loudly.

Damon Julian laughed, his laughter as sweet as the

moonlight. “Ah, Billy. How amusing you are.”

Sour Billy hated being laughed at worse than he hated

anything, but he looked up at Julian’s dark eyes and forced a

grin. “Yes, sir,” he said with a rueful shake of his head.

Julian ate his own pastry neatly, so no sugar whitened the

rich dark gray of his suit, or the sheen of his scarlet tie.

When he was done, he sipped at his café au lait while his

gaze swept over the levee and wandered among the

passersby on the street. “There,” he said shortly, “the

woman beneath the cypress.” The others looked. “Is she not

striking?”

She was a Creole lady, escorted by two dangerous-looking

gentlemen. Damon Julian stared at her like a love-struck

youth, his pale face unlined and serene, his hair a mass of

fine dark curls, his eyes large and melancholy. But even

across the table, Sour Billy could feel the heat in those eyes,

and he was afraid.

“She is exquisite,” Cynthia said.

“She has Valerie’s hair,” Armand added.

Kurt smiled. “Will you take her, Damon?”

The woman and her companions were going away from

them, walking in front of an ornate wrought-iron fence.

Damon Julian watched them thoughtfully. “No,” he said at



last, turning back to the table and sipping his café au lait.

“The night is too young, the streets are too crowded, and I

am weary. Let us sit.”

Armand looked downcast and anxious. Julian smiled at

him briefly, then leaned forward and laid a hand on

Armand’s sleeve. “We will drink before the dawn comes,” he

said. “You have my word.”

“I know a place,” Sour Billy added conspiratorially, “a real

fancy house, with a bar, red velvet chairs, good drinks. The

girls are all beautiful, you’ll see. You can get one all night for

a twenty-dollar gold piece. In the morning, well, well.” He

chuckled. “But we’ll be gone when they find what they find,

and it’s cheaper than buyin’ fancy girls. Yes, sir.”

Damon Julian’s black eyes were amused. “Billy makes me

niggardly,” he said to the others, “but whatever would we

do without him?” He looked about again, bored. “I should

come into the city more often. When one is sated, one loses

sight of all the other pleasures.” He sighed. “Can you feel it?

The air is rank with it, Billy!”

“What?” said Sour Billy.

“Life, Billy.” Julian’s smile mocked him, but Billy made

himself smile back. “Life and love and lust, rich food and

rich wine, rich dreams and hope, Billy. All of it here around

us. Possibilities.” His eyes glittered. “Why should I pursue

that beauty who went by us, when there are so many

others, so many possibilities? Can you answer?”

“I—Mister Julian, I don’t—”

“No, Billy, you don’t, do you?” Julian laughed. “My whims

are life and death to these cattle, Billy. If you are ever to be

one of us, you must understand that. I am pleasure, Billy. I



am power. And the essence of what I am, of pleasure and

power, lies in possibility. My own possibilities are vast, and

have no limit, as our years have no limit. But I am the limit

to these cattle, I am the end of all their hopes, of all their

possibilities. Do you begin to understand? To slake the red

thirst, that is nothing, any old darkie on his deathbed will do

for that. Yet how much finer to drink of the young, the rich,

the beautiful, those whose lives stretch out ahead of them,

whose days and nights glitter and shine with promise! Blood

is but blood, any animal can sip at it, any of them.” He

gestured languidly, at the steamboatmen on the levee, the

niggers toting their hogsheads, and all the richly dressed

folk of the Vieux Carré. “It is not the blood that ennobles,

that makes one a master. It is the life, Billy. Drink of their

lives and yours becomes longer. Eat of their flesh and yours

grows stronger. Feast on beauty and wax more beautiful.”

Sour Billy Tipton listened eagerly; he had seldom seen

Julian in so expansive a mood. Sitting in the darkness of the

library, Julian tended to be brusque and frightening. Beyond

it, out in the world again, he glittered, reminding Sour Billy

of the way he had been when he first arrived with Charles

Garoux at the plantation where Billy was overseer. He said

as much.

Julian nodded. “Yes,” he said, “the plantation is safe, but

in safety and satiety is danger.” His teeth were white when

he smiled. “Charles Garoux,” he mused. “Ah, the

possibilities of that youth! He was beautiful in his way,

strong, healthy. A firebrand, beloved by all the ladies,

admired by other men. Even the darkies loved Master

Charles. He would have had a grand life! His nature was so

open as well, it was easy to befriend him, to win his undying

trust by saving him from poor Kurt here.” Julian interrupted

himself with a laugh. “Then, once I had been welcomed into

his house, easier still to come to him every night, and drain



him, little by little, so he seemed to sicken and die. Once he

woke when I was in his room, and thought I had come to

comfort him. I leaned over his bed, and he reached up and

clasped me to him, and I drank. Ah, the sweetness of

Charles, all the strength and beauty of him!”

“The old man was damn upset when he up and died,”

Sour Billy put in. Personally, he’d been delighted. Charles

Garoux had always been telling his father that Billy was too

hard on the niggers, and trying to get him dismissed. As if

you could get any work from a nigger by being soft.

“Yes, Garoux was distraught,” said Julian. “How fortunate

that I was there to comfort him in his grief. His son’s best

friend. How often he told me, afterward, that I had become

like a fourth son to him as we mourned.”

Sour Billy remembered it well. Julian had handled it real

good. The younger sons had let down the old man; Jean-

Pierre was a drunken lout, and Philip a weakling who wept

like a woman at his brother’s funeral, but Damon Julian had

been a tower of manly strength. They had buried Charles

out back of the plantation, in the family cemetery. The

ground being so damp in these parts, he’d been laid to rest

in a big marble mausoleum with a winged victory on top of

it. It stayed nice and cool in there, even in the heat of

August. Sour Billy had gone into the tomb many a time in

the years since, to drink and piss on Charles’s coffin. Once

he’d dragged a nigger wench in there with him, slapped her

around a little and had her three-four times, just so old

Charles’s ghost could see the proper way to handle niggers.

Charles had only been the beginning, Sour Billy recalled.

Six months later Jean-Pierre rode off to do some whoring

and gambling in the city, and he never did ride back, and it

wasn’t long after that when poor timid Philip got himself all



ripped up by some kind of animal in the woods. Old Garoux

was real sick at heart by then, but Damon Julian was by his

side through all of it, helping. Finally Garoux adopted him,

and wrote a new will leaving him just about everything.

There was a night not too long after that Sour Billy would

never forget, when Damon Julian had demonstrated how

thoroughly old René Garoux was in his power. It was up in

the old man’s bedroom. Valerie was there, and Adrienne and

Alain as well, they’d all been living in the big house, since

any friend of Julian’s was welcome in the Garoux home.

They watched with Sour Billy while Damon Julian stood at

the side of the great canopied bed and pierced the old man

through with his black eyes and his easy smile and told him

the truth, all the truth about what had happened to Charles

and Jean-Pierre and Philip. Julian was wearing Charles’s

signet ring, and Valerie had its twin on a chain about her

neck. Hers had once belonged to the missing Jean-Pierre.

She had not wanted to wear it. The thirst was on her, but

she wanted to finish old Garoux quickly, without talk. But

Damon Julian stilled her protests with soft words and cold

eyes, so she wore the ring and stood meekly and listened.

When Julian had finished his story, Garoux had been

shaking, his rheumy eyes full of tears and pain and hate.

And then, astoundingly, Damon Julian had told Sour Billy to

hand the old man his knife. “He ain’t dead yet, Mister

Julian,” Billy had protested. “He’ll cut your guts out.”

But Julian only glanced at him and smiled, so Sour Billy

reached back and produced the knife and put it into

Garoux’s wrinkled, liver-spotted grasp. The old man’s hands

shook so bad that Billy had been afraid he was going to drop

the damn thing, but somehow he hung on to it. Damon

Julian sat on the edge of the bed. “René,” he said, “my

friends are thirsty.” His voice was so quiet, so liquid.



That was all he had to say. Alain produced a glass, a fine

crystal etched with the family crest, and old René Garoux

carefully cut open the vein in his wrist and filled the glass

with his own steaming red blood, crying and trembling all

the while. Valerie and Alain and Adrienne passed the glass

from hand to hand, but it was left to Damon Julian to finish it

off, while Garoux bled to death in his bed.

“Garoux gave us some good years,” Kurt was saying. His

words drew Sour Billy out of his memories. “Rich and safe,

off by ourselves, the city here whenever we wanted it. Food

and drink and niggers to wait on us, a fancy girl every

month.”

“Yet it ended,” Julian said, a trifle wistfully. “All things must

end, Kurt. Do you mourn it?”

“Things aren’t the same,” Kurt admitted. “Dust

everywhere, the house rotting, rats. I’m not anxious to

move again, Damon. Out in the world, we are never secure.

After a hunt, there is always the fear, the hiding, the

running. I do not want that again.”

Julian smiled sardonically. “Inconvenient, true, but not

without spice. You are young, Kurt. Remember, however

they may hound you, you are the master. You will see them

dead, and their children, and their children’s children. The

Garoux home falls into ruin. It is nothing. All these things

the cattle make fall into ruin. I have seen Rome itself turn to

dust. Only we go on.” He shrugged. “And we may yet find

another like René Garoux.”

“So long as we are with you,” Cynthia said anxiously. She

was a slight, pretty woman with brown eyes, and she had

become Julian’s favorite since he had dismissed Valerie, but



even Sour Billy could tell that she was insecure about her

position. “It is worse when we are alone.”

“So you do not wish to leave me?” Damon Julian asked

her, smiling.

“No,” she said. “Please.” Kurt and Armand were looking at

him as well. Julian had begun sending away his companions

a month ago, very suddenly. Valerie was exiled first, as she

had begged, though he sent her upriver not with the

troublesome Jean, but with dark handsome Raymond, who

was cruel and strong and—some said—Julian’s own son.

Raymond would be sure to keep her safe, Julian said

mockingly as Valerie knelt before him that night. Jean was

given his leave the next night, and went off alone, and Sour

Billy thought that would be the end of it. He was wrong.

Damon Julian had some new thought in his head, and so

Jorge was sent away a week later, and then Cara and

Vincent, and then the others, alone or in pairs. Now those

who remained knew that none of them were safe.

“Ah,” Julian said to Cynthia, amused. “Well, there are only

five of us now. If we are careful, and we make each fancy

girl last for, oh, a month or two, sipping slowly as it were—

why then, I believe we can last until winter. By then one of

the others will have sent word, perhaps. We shall see. Until

then, you may stay, darling. And Michelle as well, and you,

Kurt.”

Armand looked stricken. “And me?” he blurted. “Damon,

please.”

“Is it the thirst, Armand? Is that why you tremble? Control

yourself. Will you rip and tear when we reach these friends

of Billy’s? You know how I frown on that.” His eyes narrowed.

“I am still thinking about you, Armand.”



Armand looked down at his empty cup.

“I’ll stay,” Sour Billy announced.

“Ah,” said Damon Julian. “Of course. Why, Billy, what

would we do without you?” Sour Billy Tipton didn’t much like

the smile Julian wore then, but there wasn’t nothing to be

done about it.

A short time later, they set off to the place Billy had

promised to show them. The house was outside the Vieux

Carré, in the American section of New Orleans, but within

walking distance. Damon Julian went in front, walking

through the narrow gaslit streets arm in arm with Cynthia,

wearing a private ghost of a smile as he regarded the iron

balconies, the gates opening on courtyards with their

flambeaux and their fountains, the gas lamps atop iron

poles. Sour Billy directed them. Soon they were in a darker,

rawer part of town, where the buildings were wood or

crumbling tabby-brick, made of ground oyster shells and

sand. Even the gas lines had not extended this far, though

the city had had its gas works for more than twenty years.

At the corners, oil lamps swung from heavy iron chains hung

diagonally across the streets and supported by great hooks

driven into the sides of buildings. They burned with a

sensual smoky light. Julian and Cynthia passed from pools of

light into shadow, back into light, then again into shadow.

Sour Billy and the others followed.

A party of three men stepped out from an alley and

crossed their path. Julian ignored them, but one of the men

glimpsed Sour Billy as he passed beneath a light. “You!” he

said.

Sour Billy turned his stare on them, saying nothing. They

were young Creoles, half-drunk and therefore dangerous.



“I know you, monsieur,”the man said. He stepped up to

Sour Billy, his dark face flushed with drink and anger. “Have

you forgotten me? I was with Georges Montreuil the day you

affronted him in the French Exchange.”

Sour Billy recognized him. “Well, well,” he said.

“Monsieur Montreuil vanished one June night, after an

evening of gaming at the St. Louis,” the man said stiffly.

“I’m real grieved,” Sour Billy said. “I guess he must of won

too much, and got robbed for his trouble.”

“He lost, monsieur. He had been losing steadily for some

weeks. He had nothing worth stealing. No, I do not think it

was robbery. I think it was you, Mister Tipton. He had been

asking about you. He meant to deal with you like the trash

you are. You are no gentleman, monsieur, or I would call you

out. If you dare show your face in the Vieux Carré again,

however, you have my word that I shall whip you through

the streets like a nigger. Do you hear me?”

“I hear,” said Sour Billy. He spat on the man’s boot.

The Creole swore and his face paled with rage. He took a

step forward and reached out for Sour Billy, but Damon

Julian stepped between them, and stopped the man with a

hand against his chest. “Monsieur,” Julian said, in a voice

like wine and honey. The man halted, confused. “I can

assure you that Mister Tipton did no harm to your friend,

sir.”

“Who are you?” Even half-drunk, the Creole clearly

recognized that Julian was a different sort of person than

Sour Billy; his fine clothes, cool features, cultured voice, all

marked him a gentleman. Julian’s eyes glittered dangerously

in the lamplight.



“I am Mister Tipton’s employer,” Julian said. “May we

discuss this affair somewhere other than the public street? I

know a place farther on where we can sit beneath the moon

and sip drinks while we talk. Will you let me buy your friends

and you a refreshment?”

One of the other Creoles stepped up beside his friend.

“Let us hear him out, Richard.”

Grudgingly, the man consented. “Billy,” Damon Julian

said, “do show us the way.” Sour Billy Tipton suppressed a

smile, nodded, and led them off. A block away they turned

into an alley, and followed it back into a dark court. Sour

Billy sat down on the edge of a scum-covered pool. The

water soaked through the seat of his pants, but he didn’t

care.

“What is this place?” demanded Montreuil’s friend. “This

is no tavern!”

“Well,” said Sour Billy Tipton. “Well. I must have turned

wrong.” The other Creoles had entered the court, followed

by the rest of Julian’s party. Kurt and Cynthia stood by the

mouth of the alley. Armand moved closer to the fountain.

“I do not like this,” one of the men said.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“Meaning?” asked Damon Julian. “Ah. A dark court, the

moonlight, a pool. Your friend Montreuil died in just such a

place, monsieur. Not in this place, but one very much like it.

No, do not look at Billy. He bears no blame. If you have a

quarrel, take it up with me.”

“You?” said Montreuil’s friend. “As you will. Permit me to

retire a moment. My companions will act as my seconds.”



“Certainly,” said Julian. The man moved away, conferred

briefly with his two companions. One of them stepped

forward. Sour Billy rose from the pool’s edge and met him.

“I’m Mister Julian’s second,” Sour Billy said. “You want to

talk terms?”

“You are no proper second,” the man began. He had a

long, pretty face and dark brown hair.

“Terms,” Sour Billy repeated. His hand went behind his

back. “Me, I’d favor knives.”

The man gave a small grunt and staggered backward. He

looked down in terror. Sour Billy’s knife was buried hilt-deep

in his gut, and a slow red stain was spreading across his

vest. “God,” the man whimpered.

“That’s only me, though,” Sour Billy continued. “And I’m

not a gentleman, no sir, not a proper second. Knives ain’t no

proper weapon neither.” The man dropped to his knees, and

his friends suddenly noticed and started forward in alarm.

“Mister Julian now, he’s got different ideas. His weapon,”

Billy smiled, “is teeth.”

Julian took Montreuil’s friend, the one called Richard. The

other turned to run. Cynthia embraced him by the alley, and

gave him a lingering wet kiss. He thrashed and struggled

but could not break free of her embrace. Her pale hands

brushed the back of his neck, and long nails sharp and thin

as razors slid across his veins. Her mouth and tongue

swallowed his scream.

Sour Billy pulled free his knife while Armand bent to

attend to his whimpering victim. In the moonlight, the blood

running down the blade looked almost black. Billy started to

clean it in the pool, then hesitated. He raised the knife to his



lips and licked at the flat of it tentatively. Then he made a

face. Tasted awful, not like in his dreams at all. Still, that

would change when Julian made him over, he knew.

Sour Billy washed his knife and sheathed it. Damon Julian

had given Richard over to Kurt, and was standing solitary,

gazing up at the moon. Sour Billy approached him. “Saved

us some money,” he said.

Julian smiled.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Natchez, 

August 1857

For Abner Marsh, that night went on and on. He had a small

snack, to settle his stomach and calm his fears, and soon

thereafter retired to his cabin, but sleep would not take him

easily. For hours he lay staring at the shadows, his mind

racing, his thoughts a jumble of suspicion and anger and

guilt. Beneath the thin, starchy sheet, Marsh sweated like a

hog. When he did sleep, he tossed and turned and woke

often, and dreamed flushed, furtive, incoherent dreams of

blood and burning steamboats and yellow teeth and Joshua

Anton York, standing pale and cold beneath a scarlet light

with fever and death behind his angry eyes.

The next day was the longest day Abner Marsh had ever

known. All his thoughts led him round and round and back

to the same place. By noon he knew what he must do. He’d

been caught, no help for it. He had to fess up and have it

out with Joshua. If that meant the end of their partnership,

so be it, although the thought of losing his Fevre Dream

made Marsh feel sick and weary, as full of despair as he had

been the day he’d seen the splinters the ice had made of his

steamers. It would be the end of him, Marsh thought, and



perhaps it was all he deserved for betraying Joshua’s trust.

But things could not go on as they were. Joshua ought to

hear the tale from his own mouth too, Marsh decided, which

meant that he had to get to him before that woman

Katherine did.

He spread the word. “I want to be told, the moment he

gets back,” he said, “no matter when it is, or what I’m

about, come fetch me. You hear?” Then Abner Marsh waited,

and took what solace he could in a lovely dinner of roast

pork and green beans and onions, with half a blueberry pie

afterward.

Two hours shy of midnight, one of the crew came to him.

“Cap’n York’s come back, Cap’n. Got some folks with him.

Mister Jeffers is settlin’ them into cabins.”

“Has Joshua gone up to his cabin?” Marsh asked. The man

nodded. Marsh snatched up his walking stick and made for

the stairs.

Outside York’s cabin, he hesitated briefly, threw back his

ample shoulders, and brought the head of his stick sharply

against the door. York opened on the third knock. “Come in,

Abner,” he said, smiling. Marsh stepped inside, shut the

door behind him, and leaned against it, while York crossed

the room and resumed what he’d been doing. He’d set out a

silver tray and three glasses. Now he reached for a fourth.

“I’m glad you came up. I’ve brought some people aboard I

want you to meet. They’ll be coming up for a drink as soon

as they’ve settled into their staterooms.” York pulled a

bottle of his private drink from the wine rack, produced his

knife, and sliced off the wax seal.

“Never mind about that,” Marsh said brusquely. “Joshua,

we got to talk.”



York set the bottle down on the tray and turned to face

Marsh. “Oh? What of? You sound upset, Abner.”

“I got spare keys to every lock on this boat. Mister Jeffers

keeps ’em for me in the safe. When you went into Natchez, I

got myself a key and searched your cabin.”

Joshua York scarcely moved, but when he heard Marsh’s

words his lips pressed together slightly. Abner Marsh looked

him straight in the eye, as a man ought at a time like this,

and felt coldness there, and the fury of betrayal. He would

almost rather Joshua had screamed at him, or even drawn a

weapon, than look at him with such eyes. “Did you find

anything of interest?” York asked finally, in a voice gone flat.

Abner Marsh wrenched himself away from Joshua’s gray

eyes, and jabbed his stick at the desk. “Your ledgers,” he

said. “Full of dead men.”

York said nothing. He glanced briefly at the desk, frowned,

and sat himself down in one of his armchairs and poured out

a measure of his thick, vile drink. He sipped it, and only then

gestured to Marsh. “Sit down,” he commanded. When Marsh

was seated across from him, York added one final word:

“Why?”

“Why?” Marsh said, a bit angrily. “Maybe cause I’m tired of

havin’ myself a partner who don’t tell me nothin’, who don’t

trust me.”

“We had a bargain.”

“I know that, Joshua. And I’m sorry, if that matters. Sorry I

did it, and a damn sight sorrier I got caught.” He grinned

ruefully. “That Katherine saw me leave. She’ll be talkin’ to

you. Look, I should have come direct to you, told you what

was eatin’ at me. I’m doin’ that now. Maybe it’s too late, but



here I am. Joshua, I love this boat of ours much as I ever

loved anything, and the day we take the horns off the

Eclipse is goin’ to be the grandest day of my life. But I been

thinkin’, and I know I got to give up that day, and this

steamer, rather than go on like we are. This river is full of

scoundrels and sharpers and Bible-thumpers and

abolitionists and Republicans and all manner of queer folk,

but you’re the queerest of the lot, I swear. The night hours I

don’t mind, they don’t fret me none. Books full of dead

people, that’s somethin’ else, but it ain’t nobody’s business

what a man cares to read. Why, I knew a pilot on the Grand

Turk kept books that’d make even Karl Framm turn red with

shame. But these stops of yours, these trips off by yourself,

it’s those I can’t suffer no more. You’re slowing my steamer,

damn you, you’re ruinin’ our name before we even made it.

And Joshua, that ain’t all. I seen you the night you come

back from New Madrid. You had blood on your hands. Deny

it if you will. Cuss me if you want. But I know. You had blood

on your hands, damned if you didn’t.”

Joshua York took a long drink, and frowned as he refilled

his glass. When he looked at Marsh, the ice had melted in

his eyes. He looked thoughtful. “Are you proposing we

dissolve our partnership?” he asked.

Marsh felt like a mule had kicked him in the stomach. “If

you want, you got that right. I ain’t got the money to buy

you out, of course. But you’d have the Fevre Dream, and I

could keep my Eli Reynolds and maybe show a profit with

her, send you a little as it come in.”

“Is that the way you’d prefer it?”

Marsh glared at him. “Damn you, Joshua, you know it

ain’t.”



“Abner,” York said, “I need you. I cannot run the Fevre

Dream by myself. I am learning a little of piloting, and I’ve

become somewhat more familiar with the river and its ways,

but we both know I am no steamboatman. If you left, half of

the crew would go with you. Mister Jeffers and Mister Blake

and Hairy Mike for certain, and no doubt others. They are

loyal to you.”

“I can order ’em to stay on with you,” Marsh offered.

“I would rather you stayed on. If I agree to overlook your

trespass, can we continue as before?”

The lump in Abner Marsh’s throat was so thick he thought

he would choke on it. He swallowed, and said the hardest

thing that he had ever said, in all his born days: “No.”

“I see,” said Joshua.

“I got to trust my partner,” Marsh said. “He’s got to trust

me. You talk to me, Joshua, you tell me what all this is

about, and you got yourself a partner.”

Joshua York grimaced, and sipped slowly at his drink,

considering. “You will not believe me,” he said at last. “It is

a more outlandish story than any of Mister Framm’s.”

“Try it out on me. Can’t do no harm.”

“Oh, but it can, Abner, it can.” York’s voice was serious.

He put down his glass and went over to the bookcase.

“When you searched,” he said, “did you look at my books?”

“Yes,” Marsh admitted.

York pulled out one of the untitled volumes in the leather

bindings, returned to his chair, and opened it to a page full



of crabbed characters. “Had you been able to read it,” he

said, “this book and its companion volumes might have

enlightened you.”

“I looked at it. Didn’t make no sense.”

“Of course not,” York said. “Abner, what I am about to tell

you will be difficult for you to accept. Whether you accept it

or not, however, it must not be repeated outside the

confines of this cabin. Is that understood?”

“Yes.”

York’s eyes wondered. “I want no mistake this time, Abner.

Is that understood?”

“I said yes, Joshua,” Marsh grumbled, offended.

“Very well,” Joshua said. He put his finger on the page.

“This code is a relatively simple cipher, Abner, but to break

it you must first realize that the language involved is a

primitive dialect of Russian, one that has not been spoken in

some hundreds of years. The original papers transcribed in

this volume were very, very old. They told the story of some

people who lived and died in the area north of the Caspian

Sea many centuries ago.” He paused. “Pardon. Not people.

Russian is not among my best languages, but I believe the

proper word is odoroten.”

“What?” said Marsh.

“That is only one term, of course. Other languages have

other names. Kr�uvnik, védomec, wieszczy. Vilkakis and

vrkolák as well, although those two have somewhat different

meanings from the others.”



“You’re talkin’ gibberish,” Marsh said, although some of

the words Joshua was reciting did kind of ring familiar, and

sounded vaguely like the gibble-gabble Smith and Brown

were always spouting.

“I won’t give you the African names for them, then,” said

Joshua, “or the Asian, or any of the others. Does nosferatu

have meaning for you?”

Marsh regarded him blankly.

Joshua York sighed. “How about vampire?”

Abner Marsh knew that one. “What kind of story you tryin’

to tell me?” he said gruffly.

“A vampire story,” said York with a sly smile. “Surely

you’ve heard them before. The living dead, immortal,

prowlers of the night, creatures without souls, damned to

eternal wandering. They sleep in coffins filled with their

native earth, shun daylight and the cross, and each night

they rise and drink the blood of the living. They are shape-

changers as well, able to take the forms of a bat or a wolf.

Some, who utilize the wolf form frequently, are called

werewolves and thought to be a different species entirely,

but that is an error. They are two sides of a single dark coin,

Abner. Vampires can also become mist, and their victims

become vampires themselves. It is a wonder, multiplying so,

that vampires have not displaced living men entirely.

Fortunately, they have weaknesses as well as vast power.

Though their strength is frightening, they cannot enter a

house where they have not been invited, neither as human

nor animal nor mist. They wield great animal magnetism,

however, the force Mesmer wrote about, and can often

compel their victims to ask them in. But a cross will send

them fleeing, garlic can bar them, and they cannot cross



running water. Though they look much like you and I, they

have no souls, and therefore are not reflected in mirrors.

Holy water will burn them, silver is anathema to them,

daylight can destroy them if dawn catches them away from

their coffins. And by severing their heads from their bodies

and driving a wooden stake through their hearts, one can rid

the world of them permanently.” Joshua sat back and took

up his drink, sipped, smiled. “Those vampires, Abner,” he

said. He tapped the book with a long finger. “This is the

story of a few of them. They are real. Old, eternal, and real.

A sixteenth-century odoroten wrote this book, about those

who had gone before him. A vampire.”

Abner Marsh said nothing.

“You do not believe me,” said Joshua York.

“It ain’t easy,” Marsh admitted. He tugged at the coarse

hairs of his beard. There were other things he didn’t say.

Joshua’s talk of vampires didn’t bother him half so much as

his own disquiet about where Joshua himself fit in. “Let’s not

worry if I believe or not,” Marsh said. “If I can take Mister

Framm’s stories, I can at least lissen to yours. Go on.”

Joshua smiled. “You’re a clever man, Abner. You should be

able to figure things out by yourself.”

“I don’t feel so damn clever,” Marsh said. “Tell me.”

York sipped, shrugged. “They are my enemies. They are

real, Abner, and they are here, all along your river. Through

books like these, through research in newspapers, through

much painstaking work, I have tracked them from the

mountains of Eastern Europe, the forests of the Germans

and Poles, the steppes of Russia. Here. To your Mississippi

Valley, to the New World. I know them, I bring an end to

them and all the things they have ever been.” He smiled.



“Now do you comprehend my books, Abner? And the blood

on my hands?”

Abner Marsh thought on that for a spell before he replied.

He finally said, “I recollect how you wanted mirrors all up

and down the grand saloon instead of oil paintings and

such. For . . . protection?”

“Exactly. And silver. Did you ever know a steamer to wear

so much silver?”

“No.”

“And, of course, we have the river. The old devil river. The

Mississippi. Running water such as the world has never

seen! The Fevre Dream is a sanctuary. I can hunt them, you

see, but they cannot come near us.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t tell Toby to season everything

with garlic,” Marsh said.

“I thought of it,” Joshua said. “But I dislike garlic.”

Marsh mulled it all over. “Just say I believe this,” he said.

“I ain’t sayin’ that’s so, but just for the sake of argument I’ll

go along. Still got some things that bother me. How come

you didn’t tell me before?”

“If I’d told you at the Planters’ House, you’d never have

let me buy into your company. I need the power to go where

I must.”

“And how come you only go out by night?”

“They prowl by night. It is easier to find them when they

go abroad than when they are safe in their sanctuaries,

hidden. I know the ways of those I hunt. I keep their hours.”



“And those friends of yours? Simon and the rest?”

“Simon has been my associate for a long time. The others

have joined me more recently. They know the truth, they

assist me in my mission. As I hope you shall, henceforth.”

Joshua chuckled. “Don’t worry, Abner, all of us are as mortal

as you are.”

Marsh fingered his beard. “Let me have a drink,” he said.

When York leaned forward, he added quickly, “No, not that

stuff, Joshua. Something else. Got any whiskey?”

York rose and poured him a glass. Marsh drained it

straightaway. “I can’t say I like any of this. Dead folks, blood

drinkin’, all that stuff, I never believed in none of it.”

“Abner, this is a dangerous game I play. I never meant to

involve you or your crew in any of it. I would never have told

you as much as I have, but you insisted. If you wish to deal

yourself out, I have no objections. Do as I tell you, run the

Fevre Dream for me, that is all I ask. I will deal with them.

Do you doubt my capacity to do so?”

Marsh looked at the easy way Joshua sat, remembered the

force behind those gray eyes, the strength of his handshake.

“No.”

“I have been honest in many of the things I’ve said to

you,” Joshua continued. “My purpose is not my only

obsession. I love this steamer as you do, Abner, and share

many of your dreams for her. I want to pilot her, to know the

river. I want to be on hand the day we outrun the Eclipse.

Believe me when I say—”

There was a knock on the door.



Marsh was startled. Joshua York smiled and shrugged. “My

friends from Natchez come up for their drink,” he explained.

“A moment!” he called loudly. He said to Marsh in a low,

urgent voice, “Think about all I have said, Abner. We can

talk again, if you’d like. But keep my faith, and talk to no

one about this. I have no wish to involve others.”

“You got my word,” Marsh said. “Hell, who’d believe it?”

Joshua smiled. “If you would be so kind as to let in my

guests while I pour us some drinks,” he said.

Marsh got up and opened the door. Outside a man and a

woman stood talking in soft whispers. Beyond them, Marsh

saw the moon standing between the chimneys like a

glowing decoration. He heard snatches of a bawdy song

from Natchez-under-the-hill, faint in the distance. “Come on

in,” he said.

The strangers were a fine-looking couple, Marsh saw as

they entered. The man was young, almost boyish, very lean

and handsome, with black hair and fair skin and heavy,

sensual lips. He had a fierce cold look in his black eyes when

he glanced briefly at Marsh. And the woman . . . Abner

Marsh looked at her, and found it hard to look away. She

was a real beauty. Long hair black as midnight, skin as fine

as milk-white silk, high cheekbones. Her waist was so small

Marsh wanted to reach out and see if his big hands would go

all the way around. He looked up at her face instead, and

found her staring at him. Her eyes were incredible. Marsh

had never seen eyes that color before; a deep, velvety

purple, full of promise. He felt like he could drown in those

eyes. They reminded him of a color he’d seen on the river,

once or twice, at twilight, a strange violet stillness glimpsed

only briefly, before darkness came in for good and all. Marsh

stared into those eyes helplessly for what seemed like ages,



until the woman finally gave him an enigmatic smile and

turned briskly away.

Joshua had filled four glasses; for Marsh, a tumbler of

whiskey, for himself and the others, his private stock. “I am

pleased to have you here,” he said as he served the drinks.

“I trust your accommodations are satisfactory?”

“Quite,” the man said, taking up his glass and looking at it

dubiously. Remembering his own taste of the stuff, Marsh

didn’t blame him one bit.

“You have a lovely steamboat, Captain York,” the woman

said in a warm voice. “I shall enjoy taking passage on it.”

“I hope we shall be traveling together for some time,”

Joshua replied graciously. “As for the Fevre Dream, I am very

proud of her, but your compliments should really be directed

to my partner.” He gestured. “If you will permit me to make

introductions, this formidable gentleman here is Captain

Abner Marsh, my associate in Fevre River Packets and the

real master of the Fevre Dream, if truth be told.”

The woman smiled at Abner again, while the man nodded

stiffly.

“Abner,” York continued, “may I present Mister Raymond

Ortega, of New Orleans, and his fiancée, Miss Valerie

Mersault?”

“Real glad to have you with us,” Marsh said awkwardly.

Joshua raised his glass. “A toast,” he said. “To new

beginnings!”

They echoed his words, and drank.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Mississippi River, 

August 1857

Abner Marsh had a mind that was not unlike his body. It was

big all around, ample in size and capacity, and he crammed

all sorts of things into it. It was strong as well; when Abner

Marsh took something in his hand it did not easily slip away,

and when he took something in his head it was not easily

forgotten. He was a powerful man with a powerful brain, but

body and mind shared one other trait as well: they were

deliberate. Some might even say slow. Marsh did not run, he

did not dance, he did not scamper or slide along; he walked

with a straightforward dignified gait that nonetheless got

him where he wanted to go. So it was with his mind. Abner

Marsh was not quick in word or thought, but he was far from

stupid; he chewed over things thoroughly, but at his own

pace.

As the Fevre Dream steamed out of Natchez, Marsh was

only beginning to mull over the story he had gotten from

Joshua York. The more he mulled, the more he fretted. If you

could credit it, Joshua’s outlandish story about hunting for

vampires did explain a respectable amount of the strange

goings-on that had plagued the Fevre Dream. But it didn’t



explain everything. Abner Marsh’s slow, but tenacious,

memory kept throwing up questions and recollections that

floated around in his head like dead wood floats on the river,

good for nothing, but bothersome.

Simon, f’rinstance, licking up mosquitoes.

Joshua’s extraordinary night vision.

And most of all, the way he’d raged the day Marsh had

come barging into his cabin. He hadn’t come outside

neither, to see them run against the Southerner. That

worried Marsh considerably. It was fine for Joshua to say he

kept night hours on account of these vampires of his, but

that still didn’t explain the way he’d acted that afternoon.

Most folks Abner Marsh knew kept normal daylight hours,

but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t hoist themselves out of

bed at three in the morning if there was something

interesting to gawk at.

Marsh badly felt the need to talk it over with someone.

Jonathan Jeffers was a demon for book learning, and Karl

Framm probably knew every damn fool story that had ever

been told along the damn fool river; either of ’em would

likely know everything there was to know about these

vampires. Only he couldn’t talk to them. He’d promised

Joshua, and he was beholden to the man, and wasn’t about

to go and betray him a second time. Not without cause,

anyway, and all he had were half-formed suspicions.

The suspicions got more formed every day, though, as the

Fevre Dream loafed down the Mississippi. Generally they ran

by day now, and tied up at twilight, then set out again the

next morning. They made better time than they had before

Natchez, which heartened Marsh. Other changes pleased

him less.



Marsh did not cotton to Joshua’s new friends; he decided

in short order that they were every bit as queer as Joshua’s

old friends, keeping the same night hours and all. Raymond

Ortega struck Marsh as a restless, untrustworthy sort. The

man wouldn’t keep to passenger territory, and kept turning

up in places he didn’t belong. He was polite enough in a

haughty, indolent fashion, but Marsh got a chill off him.

Valerie was warmer but almost as disturbing, with her soft

words and provocative smiles and those eyes of hers. She

didn’t act like Raymond Ortega’s fiancée at all. Right from

the first, she was real friendly with Joshua. Too damned

friendly, if you asked Marsh. It was bound to cause trouble.

A proper lady would have stayed to the ladies’ cabin, but

Valerie spent her nights with Joshua in the grand saloon, and

sometimes took walks on the deck with him. Marsh even

heard one man say that they’d gone up to Joshua’s cabin

together. He tried to warn York about the kind of scandalous

talk that was starting up, but Joshua just shrugged it off.

“Let them have their scandal, Abner, if it pleases them,” he

said. “Valerie is interested in our boat, and it is my pleasure

to show it to her. There is nothing between us but

friendship, you have my word.” He looked almost sad when

he said that. “I might wish that it were otherwise, but that is

the truth.”

“You better be goddamned careful what you’re wishin’,”

Marsh said bluntly. “That Ortega might have his own

opinions on the matter. He’s from New Orleans, probably

one of those Creoles. They’ll fight a duel over just about any

damn thing, Joshua.”

Joshua York smiled. “I have no fear of Raymond, but I

thank you for your warning, Abner. Now, please, let Valerie

and me conduct our own affairs.”



Marsh did just that, but not comfortably. He was certain

that Ortega would make trouble sooner or later, especially

when Valerie Mersault went on to become Joshua’s constant

companion during the nights that followed. The goddamned

woman was blinding him to the dangers all about him, but

there wasn’t a thing Marsh could do about it.

And that was only the start of it. At each landing, more

strangers came aboard, and Joshua always gave them

cabins. At Bayou Sara, he and Valerie left the Fevre Dream

one night and returned with a pale, heavy man named Jean

Ardant. A few minutes downriver, they’d put in at a

woodyard, and Ardant had gone and fetched this sallow-

faced dandy named Vincent. At Baton Rouge, four more

strangers had taken passage; at Donaldsonville another

three.

And then there were those dinners. As his strange

company began to grow, Joshua York ordered a table set up

in the texas parlor, and there he would dine at midnight

with his companions, new and old. Supper they took with

everyone else in the main cabin, but these dinners were

private. The custom started in Bayou Sara. Abner Marsh

allowed once to Joshua how the idea of a regular meal at

midnight took his fancy, but that didn’t get him invited.

Joshua only smiled, and the meals went on, the number of

diners growing each night. Finally Marsh’s curiosity got the

better of him, and he managed to walk by the parlor a

couple of times to glance in the window. There wasn’t much

to see. Just some folks eating and talking. The oil lamps

were dim and subdued, the curtains half-drawn. Joshua sat

at the head of the table, Simon on his right-hand side and

Valerie to his left. Everybody was sipping from glasses of

Joshua’s vile elixir, several bottles of which had been

uncorked. The first time Marsh wandered by, Joshua was

talking animatedly and the rest were listening. Valerie



stared at him almost worshipfully. The second time Marsh

peeked in, Joshua was listening to Jean Ardant, one hand

resting casually on the tablecloth. As Marsh watched, Valerie

placed her own hand on top of it. Joshua glanced at her and

smiled fondly. Valerie smiled back. Abner Marsh looked

quickly for Raymond Ortega, muttered “Goddamn fool

woman” under his breath, and hurried away, scowling.

Marsh tried to make sense of it, of all these queer

strangers, these odd goings-on, of all Joshua York had told

him about vampires. It wasn’t easy, and the more he

thought on it the more confused he got. The library on the

Fevre Dream had no books about vampires or anything like

that and he wasn’t about to go stealing into Joshua’s cabin

again. At Baton Rouge, he took himself into town and

bought a few rounds at some likely grog shops, hoping to

find out something that way. When he could, he’d introduce

the subject of vampires into the talk, usually by turning to

his drinking companions and saying, “Say, you ever heard

anything ’bout vampires along the river?” He figured that

was safer than raising the subject on the steamer, where

the very word might start some bad talk.

A few folks laughed at him or gave him odd looks. One

free man of color, a burly soot-black fellow with a broken

nose whom Marsh accosted in a particularly smoky tavern,

ran off as soon as Marsh asked his question. Marsh tried to

run after him, but was soon left behind wheezing. Others

seemed to know considerable about vampires, though none

of the stories had a damn thing to do with the Mississippi.

All the stuff he’d heard from Joshua’s lips, about crosses and

garlic and coffins full of dirt, he heard repeated, and more

besides.

Marsh took to watching York and his companions closely

at supper, and afterward in the grand saloon. Vampires



didn’t eat nor drink, he’d been told, but Joshua and the

others drank copious amounts of wine and whiskey and

brandy when they weren’t sipping York’s private stock, and

all of them were only too glad to do justice to a nice chicken

or pork chop.

Joshua was always wearing his silver ring, with its

sapphire big as a pigeon’s eye, and none of them seemed

bothered by all the silver about the cabin. They used the

silverware proper enough when they ate, better than most

of the Fevre Dream’s crew.

And when the chandeliers were lit by night, the mirrors all

up and down the main cabin gleamed brilliantly and crowds

of finely dressed reflections came to life on either side of

them, and danced and drank and played cards just like the

real folks in the real saloon. Abner Marsh, night after night,

found himself looking into those mirrors. Joshua was always

there where he was supposed to be, smiling, laughing,

gliding from mirror to mirror arm in arm with Valerie, talking

politics with a passenger, listening to Framm’s river yarns,

sharing private talks with Simon or Jean Ardant; each night

a thousand Joshua Yorks walked the Fevre Dream’s carpeted

deck, each as alive and grand as all the others. His friends

cast reflections too.

That ought to have been enough, but Marsh’s slow,

suspicious mind was still disquieted. It wasn’t until

Donaldsonville that he hit on a plan to stop his fretting. He

went into town with a canteen, and filled it up with holy

water from a Papist church near to the river. Then he took

aside the boy who waited their end of the table, and gave

him fifty cents. “You fill Cap’n York’s water glass from this

tonight, you hear?” Marsh told him. “I’m playin’ him a joke.”



During supper the waiter kept looking at York expectantly,

waiting for the joke to get funny. He was disappointed.

Joshua drank down the holy water easy as you please. “Well,

damn,” Marsh muttered to himself afterwards. “That sure

ought to settle it.”

But it didn’t, and that night Abner Marsh excused himself

from the grand saloon to do some thinking. He’d been

sitting up on the texas porch for a couple of hours, alone,

his chair leaned back and his feet up on the railing, when he

heard the rustle of skirts on the stairway.

Valerie drifted over and stood close beside him, smiling

down. “Good evening, Captain Marsh,” she said.

Abner Marsh’s chair thumped back to the deck as he

pulled his boots off the rail, scowling. “Passengers ain’t

supposed to be up on the texas,” he said, trying to hide his

annoyance.

“It was so warm down below. I thought it might be cooler

up here.”

“Well, that’s true,” Marsh replied uncertainly. He didn’t

know quite what to say next. The truth was, women had

always made him feel uncomfortable. They had no place in

a steamboatman’s world, and Marsh had never quite known

how to deal with them. Beautiful women made him even

more ill at ease, and Valerie was as disconcerting as any

fancy New Orleans matron.

She stood with one slender hand curled lightly around a

carved post, looking off over the water toward

Donaldsonville. “We’ll reach New Orleans tomorrow, won’t

we?” she asked.



Marsh stood up, figuring it probably wasn’t polite to be

sitting down with Valerie standing. “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“We ain’t but a few hours upriver, and I mean to steam in

sparklin’, so it won’t take hardly no time at all.”

“I see.” She turned suddenly, and her pale, shapely face

was very serious as she fixed him with her huge purple

eyes. “Joshua says you are the true master of the Fevre

Dream. In some curious way, he has much respect for you.

He will listen to you.”

“We’re partners,” Marsh said.

“If your partner were in danger, would you come to his

aid?”

Abner Marsh scowled, thinking of the vampire stories

Joshua had told him, conscious of how pale and beautiful

Valerie looked in the starlight, how deep her eyes were.

“Joshua knows he can come to me if he’s got trouble,”

Marsh said. “A man who wouldn’t help his partner ain’t no

kind of a man at all.”

“Words,” Valerie said scornfully, tossing back her thick

black hair. The wind was in it, and it moved about her face

as she spoke. “Joshua York is a great man, a strong man. A

king. He deserves a better partner than you, Captain

Marsh.”

Abner Marsh felt the blood rushing to his face. “What the

hell you talkin’ about?” he demanded.

She smiled slyly. “You broke into his cabin,” she said.

Marsh was suddenly furious. “He told you that?” he said.

“Goddamn him anyhow, we had it out over that. It ain’t

none of your never mind, neither.”



“It is,” she said. “Joshua is in great danger. He is bold,

reckless. He must have help. I want to help him, but you,

Captain Marsh, you only give him words.”

“I don’t have one goddamned idea what you’re talkin’

about, woman,” Marsh said. “What kind of help does Joshua

need? I offered to help him with these damned vam—with

some troubles he got, but he didn’t want to hear none of it.”

Valerie’s face softened suddenly. “Would you really help

him?” she asked.

“He’s my goddamned partner.”

“Then turn your steamer, Captain Marsh. Take us away

from here, take us to Natchez, to St. Louis, I don’t care. But

not to New Orleans. We must not go to New Orleans

tomorrow.”

Abner Marsh snorted. “Why the hell not?” he demanded.

When Valerie looked away instead of answering, he went on.

“This here is a steamboat, not some goddamned horse I can

ride anyplace I got a notion. We got a schedule to keep,

folks who’ve taken passage with us, freight to discharge. We

got to go to New Orleans.” He scowled. “And what about

Joshua?”

“He’ll be asleep in his cabin come dawn,” Valerie said.

“When he wakes, we’ll be safely upriver.”

“Joshua’s my partner,” Marsh said. “Man’s got to trust his

partner. Maybe I spied on him once, but I ain’t goin’ to do

anything like that again, not for you and not for nobody. And

I ain’t goin’ to turn the Fevre Dream around without tellin’

him. Now if Joshua comes to me and says he don’t want to

go on to New Orleans, hell, maybe we can talk it over. But

not otherwise. You want me to go ask Joshua about this?”



“No!” Valerie said quickly, alarmed.

“I got a good mind to tell him anyway,” Marsh said. “He

ought to know that you’re plottin’ when his back is turned.”

Valerie reached out and took him by the arm. “Please,

no,” she implored. Her grip was strong. “Look at me,

Captain Marsh.”

Abner Marsh had been about to stomp away, but

something in her voice compelled him to do as she bid. He

looked into those purple eyes, and kept looking.

“I’m not so hard to look at,” she said, smiling. “I’ve seen

you look before, Captain. You can’t keep your eyes away

from me, can you?”

Marsh’s throat was very dry. “I . . .”

Valerie tossed her hair back again in a wild, flamboyant

gesture. “Steamboats can’t be the only thing you dream of,

Captain Marsh. This boat is a cold lady, a poor lover. Warm

flesh is better than wood and iron.” Marsh had never heard

a woman talk like that before. He stood there thunderstruck.

“Come closer,” Valerie said, and she pulled him to her, until

he stood only inches from her upturned face. “Look at me,”

she said. He could sense the trembling warmth of her, so

near at hand, and her eyes were vast purple pools, cool and

silky and inviting. “You want me, Captain,” she whispered.

“No,” Marsh said.

“Oh, you want me. I can see the desire in your eyes.”

“No,” Marsh protested. “You’re . . . Joshua . . .”



Valerie laughed; light, airy laughter, sensuous, musical.

“Don’t concern yourself with Joshua. Take what you want.

You’re afraid, that’s why you fight it so. Don’t be afraid.”

Abner Marsh shook violently, and in the back of his mind

he realized with a start that he was trembling with lust. He

had never wanted a woman so badly in his life. Yet

somehow he was resisting, fighting it, though Valerie’s eyes

were drawing him closer, and the world was full of the scent

of her.

“Take me to your cabin now,” she whispered. “I’m yours

tonight.”

“You are?” Marsh said, weakly. He felt sweat dripping off

his brow, clouding his eyes. “No,” he muttered. “No, this

ain’t . . .”

“It can be,” she said. “All you need do is promise.”

“Promise?” Marsh repeated hoarsely.

The violet eyes beckoned, blazed. “Take us away, away

from New Orleans. Promise me that and you can have me.

You want it so much. I can feel it.”

Abner Marsh brought his hands up, took her by the

shoulders. He shook. His lips were dry. He wanted to crush

her to him in a bearlike embrace, tumble her into his bed.

But instead, somehow, he called up all the strength that was

in him, and shoved her away roughly. She cried out,

stumbled, went down to one knee. And Marsh, freed of

those eyes, was roaring. “Get out of here!” he bellowed.

“Get the hell off my texas, what the hell kind of woman are

you, get the hell out of here, you’re nothing but . . . get out

of here!”



Valerie’s face turned up again toward his, and her lips

were drawn back. “I can make you . . .” she started angrily.

“No,” Joshua York said, firmly, quietly, from behind her.

Joshua had appeared from the shadows as suddenly as if

the darkness itself had taken on human form. Valerie stared

at him, made a small noise deep in her throat, and fled

down the stairs.

Marsh felt so drained he could hardly stand up.

“Goddamn,” he muttered. He pulled a handkerchief from a

pocket and wiped the sweat off his brow. When he finished,

Joshua was looking at him patiently. “I don’t know what you

saw, Joshua, but it wasn’t what you might think.”

“I know exactly what it was, Abner,” Joshua replied. He did

not sound especially angry. “I have been here nearly the

whole time. When I noticed that Valerie had left the saloon, I

went in search of her, and I heard your voices as I came up

the stairs.”

“I never heard you,” Marsh said.

Joshua smiled. “I can be very quiet when it suits my

purposes, Abner.”

“That woman,” Marsh said. “She’s . . . she offered to . . .

hell, she’s just a goddamned . . .” The words would not

come. “She ain’t no lady,” he finished weakly. “Put her off,

Joshua, her and Ortega both.”

“No.”

“Why the hell not?” Marsh roared. “You heard her!”



“It makes no difference,” Joshua said calmly. “If anything,

what I heard makes me cherish her all the more. It was for

me, Abner. She cares for me more than I had hoped, more

than I dared expect.”

Abner Marsh cussed furiously. “You ain’t makin’ one

goddamned bit of sense.”

Joshua smiled softly. “Perhaps not. This is not your

concern, Abner. Leave Valerie to me. She will not cause

trouble again. She was only afraid.”

“Afraid of New Orleans,” Marsh said. “Of vampires. She

knows.”

“Yes.”

“You sure you can handle whatever we’re steamin’ into?”

Marsh said. “If you want to skip New Orleans, say so, damn

it! Valerie thinks . . .”

“What do you think, Abner?” York asked.

Marsh looked at him for a long, long time. Then he said, “I

think we’re going to New Orleans,” and both of them smiled.

And so it was that the Fevre Dream steamed into New

Orleans the next morning, with dapper Dan Albright at her

wheel and Abner Marsh standing proudly out on her bridge

in his captain’s coat and his new cap. The sun burned hot in

a blue, blue sky and every little snag and bluff reef was

marked by golden ripples on the water, so the piloting came

easy and the steamer made crack time. The New Orleans

levee was jammed with steamers and all manner of sailing

ships; the river was alive to the music of their whistles and

bells. Marsh leaned on his walking stick and watched the

city loom large ahead, listening to the Fevre Dream call out



to the other boats with her landing bell and her loud, wild

whistle. He had been to New Orleans many a time in his

days on the river, but never like this, standing on the bridge

of his own steamer, the biggest and fanciest and fleetest

boat in sight. He felt like the lord of creation.

Once they had tied up on the levee, though, there was

work to do; freight to unload, consignments to hunt up for

the return trip to St. Louis, advertisements to take in the

local papers. Marsh decided that the company ought to see

about opening a regular office down here, so he busied

himself looking at likely sites and making arrangements for

starting a bank account and hiring an agent. That night he

dined at the St. Charles Hotel with Jonathon Jeffers and Karl

Framm, but his mind kept wandering away from the food to

the dangers that Valerie had seemed so afraid of, and he

wondered what Joshua York was up to. When Marsh returned

to the steamer, Joshua was talking with his companions in

the texas parlor, and nothing seemed amiss, though Valerie

—seated by his side—looked somewhat sullen and abashed.

Marsh went to sleep and put the whole thing from his mind,

and in the days that followed he hardly thought on it at all.

The Fevre Dream kept him too busy by day, and by night he

dined well in the city, bragged up his boat over drinks in

taverns near the levee, strolled through the Vieux Carré

admiring the lovely Creole ladies and all the courtyards and

fountains and balconies. New Orleans was as fine as he

remembered, Marsh thought at first.

But then, gradually, a disquiet began to grow in him, a

vague sense of wrongness that made him look at familiar

things from new eyes. The weather was beastly; by day the

heat was oppressive, the air thick and wet once you shut

yourself off from the cool river breezes. Day and night,

fumes rose up stinking from the open sewers, rich rotten

odors that wafted off the standing water like some vile



perfume. No wonder New Orleans was so often taken by

yellow fever, Marsh thought. The city was full of free men of

color and lovely young quadroons and octaroons and griffes

who dressed as fine as white women. But it was full of

slaves as well. You saw them everywhere, running errands

for their masters, sitting or milling forlornly in the slave pens

on Moreau and Common streets, going in long chained lines

to and from the great exchanges, cleaning out the gutters.

Even down by the steamer landing, you couldn’t escape the

signs of slavery; the grand side-wheelers that plied the New

Orleans trade were always taking black folks up and down

the river, and Abner Marsh saw them come and go

whenever he went down to the Fevre Dream. The slaves

rode in chains as often as not, sitting together miserably

amidst the cargo, sweating in the heat of the furnaces.

“I don’t like it none,” Marsh complained to Jonathon

Jeffers. “It ain’t clean. And I tell you, I won’t have none of it

on the Fevre Dream. Nobody is goin’ to stink up my boat

with that kind of stuff, you hear?”

Jeffers gave him a wry look of appraisal. “Why, Cap’n, if

we don’t traffic in slaves, we stand to lose a pile of money.

You’re sounding like an abolitionist.”

“I ain’t no damned abolitionist,” Marsh said hotly, “but I

mean what I said. If a gentleman wants to bring a slave or

two along, servants and such, that’s fine. I’ll take ’em cabin

passage or deck passage, don’t matter none to me. But we

ain’t goin’ to take ’em as freight, all chained up by some

goddamned trader.”

By their seventh night in New Orleans, Abner Marsh felt

strangely sick of the city, and anxious to be off. That night

Joshua York came down to supper with some river charts in

his hand. Marsh had seen very little of his partner since



their arrival. “How do you fancy New Orleans?” Marsh asked

York as the other seated himself.

“The city is lovely,” York replied in an oddly troubled voice

that made Marsh look up from the roll he was buttering. “I

have nothing but admiration for the Vieux Carré. It is utterly

unlike the other river towns we’ve seen, almost European,

and some of the houses in the American section are grand

as well. Nonetheless, I do not like it here.”

Marsh frowned. “Why’s that?”

“I have a bad feeling, Abner. This city—the heat, the

bright colors, the smells, the slaves—it is very alive, this

New Orleans, but inside I think it is rotten with sickness.

Everything is so rich and beautiful here, the cuisine, the

manners, the architecture, but beneath that . . .” He shook

his head. “You see all those lovely courtyards, each boasting

an exquisite well. And then you see the teamsters selling

river water from barrels, and you realize that the well water

is unfit to drink. You savor the rich sauces and the spices of

the food, and then you learn that the spices are intended to

disguise the fact that the meat is going bad. You wander

through the St. Louis and cast your eyes upon all that

marble and that delightful dome with the light pouring

through it down onto the rotunda, and then you learn it is a

famous slave mart where humans are sold like cattle. Even

the graveyards are places of beauty here. No simple

tombstones or wooden crosses, but great marble

mausoleums, each prouder than the last, with statuary atop

them and fine poetic sentiments inscribed in stone. But

inside every one is a rotting corpse, full of maggots and

worms. They must be imprisoned in stone because the

ground is no good even for burying, and graves fill up with

water. And pestilence hangs over this beautiful city like a

pall.



“No, Abner,” Joshua said with an odd, distant look in his

gray eyes, “I love beauty, but sometimes a thing lovely to

behold conceals vileness and evil within. The sooner we are

quit of this city, the better I shall like it.”

“Hell,” said Abner Marsh. “Damned if I can say why, but I

feel just the same way. Don’t fret, we can get out of here

real quick.”

Joshua York grimaced. “Good,” he said. “But first, I have

one final task.” He moved aside his plate and opened the

chart he had brought to the table with him. “Tomorrow at

dusk, I want to take the Fevre Dream downriver.”

“Downriver?” Marsh said in astonishment. “Hell, ain’t

nothin’ downstream of here for us. Some plantations, lots of

Cajuns, swamps and bayous and then the Gulf.”

“Look,” said York. His finger traced a path down the

Mississippi. “We follow the river down around through here,

turn off onto this bayou and proceed about a half-dozen

miles to here. It won’t take us long, and we can return the

next night to pick up our passengers for St. Louis. I want to

make a brief landing here.” He jabbed.

Abner Marsh’s ham steak was set in front of him, but he

ignored it, leaning over to see where Joshua was pointing.

“Cypress Landing,” he read from the chart. “Well, I don’t

know.” He looked around the main cabin, three-quarters

empty now with no passengers aboard. Karl Framm, Whitey

Blake, and Jack Ely were eating down to the far end of the

table. “Mister Framm,” Marsh called out, “come on down

here a minute.” When Framm arrived, Marsh pointed out the

route York had traced. “Can you pilot us downriver, and up

this here bayou? Or do we draw too much?”



Framm shrugged. “Some of them bayoux is pretty wide

and deep, others you’d have trouble gettin’ up with a yawl,

let alone a steamer. But probably I can do it. There’s

landings and plantations down there, and other steamers

get to ’em. Most of ’em ain’t so big as this lady, though. It’ll

be slow goin’, I know that. We’ll have to sound all the way,

and be real careful of snags and sandbars, and likely as not

we’ll have to saw off a mess of tree limbs if we don’t want

’em knockin’ off our chimneys.” He leaned over to look at

the chart. “Where we goin’? I been down that way once or

twice.”

“Place called Cypress Landing,” said Marsh.

Framm pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Shouldn’t be too bad.

That’s the old Garoux plantation. Steamers used to put in

there regular, takin’ sweet potaters and sugar cane to

N’Orleans. Garoux died, though, him and his whole family,

and Cypress Landing ain’t been heard of much since.

Although, now that I recollect, there’s some funny stories

about them parts. Why we goin’ there?”

“A personal matter,” said Joshua York. “Just see that we

get there, Mister Framm. We’ll leave tomorrow at dusk.”

“You’re the cap’n,” Framm said. He went on back to his

meal.

“Where the hell is my milk?” Abner Marsh complained. He

looked around. The waiter, a slender Negro youth, lingered

at the kitchen door. “Come on with my supper,” Marsh

bellowed at him, and the boy started visibly. Marsh turned

back to York. “This trip,” he said. “Is it—part of that thing

you told me about?”

“Yes,” York said curtly.



“Dangerous?” Marsh asked.

Joshua York shrugged.

“I don’t like this none,” Marsh said, “this vampire stuff.”

He dropped his voice to a whisper when he said vampire.

“It will soon be over, Abner. I will make a call at this

plantation, attend to some business, bring some friends

back with me, and that will be the end of it.”

“Let me go with you,” Marsh said. “On this business of

yours. I ain’t sayin’ I don’t believe you, but it’d all be easier

to credit if I could see one of these—you know—with my

own eyes.”

Joshua looked at him. Marsh glanced into his eyes briefly,

but something in there seemed to reach out and touch him,

and suddenly without meaning to he had looked away.

Joshua folded up the river chart. “I do not think it would be

wise,” he said, “but I will think about it. Excuse me. I have

things to attend to.” He rose and left the table.

Marsh watched him go, unsure of what had just passed

between them. Finally he muttered, “Damn him anyhow,”

and turned his attention to his ham steak.

Hours later, Abner Marsh had visitors.

He was in his cabin, trying to sleep. The soft knock on his

door woke him as if it had been a thunderclap, and Marsh

could feel the pounding of his heart. For some reason he

was scared. The cabin was pitch dark. “Who is it?” he called

out. “Damn you!”

“Jest Toby, Cap’n,” came the soft whispered reply.



Marsh’s fear suddenly melted away and seemed silly. Toby

Lanyard was the gentlest old soul ever set foot on a

steamboat, and one of the meekest as well. Marsh called

out, “Comin’,” and lit a lamp by his bedside before going to

open the door.

Two men stood outside. Toby was about sixty, bald but for

a fringe of iron gray hair around his black skull, his face

worn and wrinkled and black as a pair of old comfortable

boots. With him was a younger Negro, a short stout brown

man in an expensive suit. In the dim light, it was a moment

before Marsh recognized him as Jebediah Freeman, the

barber he had hired up in Louisville. “Cap’n,” said Toby, “we

wants to talk to you, private, if we kin.”

Marsh waved them in. “What’s this about, Toby?” he

asked, closing the door.

“We’s kind of spokesmen,” said the cook. “You knowed me

a long time, Cap’n, you knows I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“Course I do,” said Marsh.

“I wouldn’t run off neither. You done give me my freedom

and all, jest fer cookin’ fer you. But some of them other

niggers, the stokers and sech, they won’t lissen to Jeb and

me here ’bout what a fine man you is. They’s scared, and

likely to run off. The boy at supper tonight, he heard you

and Cap’n York a-talkin’ about goin’ down to this Cypress

place, and now all the niggers is talkin’.”

“What?” Marsh said. “You never been down here before,

neither of you. What’s Cypress Landing to you?”

“Nuthin’ a-tall,” Jeb said. “But some of these other niggers

heard of it. There’s stories ’bout this place, Cap’n. Bad



stories. All the niggers run off from that place, cause of

things went on there. Terrible things, Cap’n, jest terrible.”

“We come to ask you not to go on down there, Cap’n,”

Toby said. “You know I never ast you for nuthin’ before.”

“No cook and no barber are goin’ to tell me where to take

my steamboat,” Abner Marsh said sternly. But then he

looked at Toby’s face, and softened. “Ain’t nothin’ goin’ to

happen,” he promised, “but if you two want to wait here in

New Orleans, you go ahead. Won’t need no cookin’ or no

barberin’ on a short run like this.”

Toby looked grateful, but said, “The stokers, though . . .”

“Them I need.”

“They ain’t goin’ to stay, Cap’n, I tell you.”

“I reckon Hairy Mike will have a thing or two to say about

that.”

Jeb shook his head. “Them niggers is scared o’ Hairy Mike

sure ’nough, but they’s more scared of this place you’re

fixin’ to take us. They’ll run off, sure as anythin’.”

Marsh swore. “Damn fools,” he said. “Well, we can’t get

up steam without no stokers. But it was Joshua wanted to

make this trip, not me. Give me a few moments to dress,

boys, and we’ll hunt up Cap’n York and speak to him about

this.”

The two black men exchanged looks, but said nothing.

Joshua York was not alone. When Marsh strode up to the

door of the captain’s cabin, he heard his partner’s voice,

loud and rhythmic, from within. Marsh hesitated, then



groaned when he realized that Joshua was reading poetry.

Aloud, even. He hammered at the door with his stick, and

York broke off his reading and told them to come in.

Joshua sat calmly with a book in his lap, a long pale finger

marking his place, a glass of wine on the table beside him.

Valerie was in the other chair. She looked up at Marsh and

quickly away; she had been avoiding him since that night on

the texas, and Marsh found it easy to ignore her. “Tell him,

Toby.” he said.

Toby seemed to have far more difficulty finding words

than he had with Marsh, but he finally got it all out. When he

was done he stood with his eyes downcast, twisting his old

battered hat in his hands.

Joshua York wore a grim look. “What do the men fear?” he

asked in a polite, cold tone.

“Gettin’ et, suh.”

“Give them my word that I will protect them.”

Toby shook his head. “Cap’n York, no disrespeck, but them

niggers is ’fraid of you, too, ’specially now that you want us

to go down there.”

“They think you’s one of them,”Jeb put in. “You and you

friends, lurin’ us down there to the others, like it were. Them

stories say those folks there don’t come out by day, and

you’s the same, Cap’n, jest the same. Course, me and Toby

knows better, but not them others.”

“Tell ’em we’ll double their wages for the time on the

bayou,” Marsh said.



Toby didn’t look up, but shook his head. “They don’t care

’bout no money. They’s goin’ to run off.”

Abner Marsh swore. “Joshua, if neither money nor Hairy

Mike can get ’em to do it, they ain’t a-goin’ to do it. We’ll

have to discharge ’em all and get us some new stokers and

roustas and such, but that’ll take us some time.”

Valerie leaned forward and laid her hand on Joshua York’s

arm. “Please, Joshua,” she said quietly. “Listen to them. This

is a sign. We were not meant to go. Take us back to St.

Louis. You’ve promised to show me St. Louis.”

“I shall,” Joshua said, “but not until my business is

concluded.” He frowned at Toby and Jeb. “I can reach

Cypress Landing overland easily enough,” he said. “No

doubt that would be the quickest and simplest way to

accomplish my goals. But that does not satisfy me,

gentlemen. Either this is my steamer or it is not. Either I am

captain here or I am not. I will not have my crew distrusting

me. I will not have my men afraid of me.” He set the book of

poems on the table with an audible thump, clearly

frustrated. “Have I done anything to harm you, Toby?”

Joshua demanded. “Have I mistreated any of your people?

Have I done anything at all to earn this suspicion?”

“No, suh,” Toby said softly.

“No, you say. Yet they will desert me despite that?”

“Yessuh, Cap’n, ’fraid so,” Toby said.

Joshua York took on a hard, determined look. “What if I

proved I was not what they think me?” His eyes went from

Toby to Jeb and back again. “If they saw me in daylight,

would they trust me?”



“No,” Valerie said. She looked aghast. “Joshua, you can’t .

. .”

“I can,” he said, “and will. Well, Toby?”

The cook raised his head, saw York’s eyes, and nodded

slowly. “Well, maybe . . . if they seed you wasn’t . . .”

Joshua studied the two black men for a long time. “Very

well,” he said at last. “I will dine with you tomorrow

afternoon, then. Have a place set for me.”

“Well I’ll be damned,” said Abner Marsh.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

New Orleans, 

August 1857

Joshua wore his white suit down to dinner, and Toby outdid

himself. Word had gotten around, of course, and virtually

the entire crew of the Fevre Dream was on hand. The

waiters, neat as pins in their smart white jackets, glided to

and fro, bearing Toby’s feast out from the kitchen on big

steaming platters and fine china bowls. There was turtle

soup and lobster salad, stuffed crabs and larded

sweetbreads, oyster pie and mutton chops, terrapin, pan-

fried chicken, turnips and stuffed peppers, roast beef and

breaded veal cutlets, Irish potatoes and green corn and

carrots and artichokes and snap beans, a profusion of rolls

and breads, wine and spirits from the bar and fresh milk in

from the city, plates of new-churned butter, and for dessert

plum pudding and lemon pie and floating islands and

sponge cake with chocolate sauce.

Abner Marsh had never had a better meal in his life.

“Damn,” he said to York, “I wish you came to dinner more

often, so we’d eat like this most every day.”



Joshua barely touched his food, however. In the bright

light of day, he seemed a different person; shrunken

somehow, less imposing. His fair skin took on an unhealthy

pallor beneath the skylights, and Marsh thought there was a

chalky grayish tinge to it. York’s movements seemed

lethargic, and occasionally jerky, with none of that grace

and power that was normally so much a part of him. But the

biggest difference was in his eyes. Beneath the shade of the

widebrimmed white hat he wore, his eyes appeared tired,

infinitely tired. The pupils were shrunken down to tiny black

pinpricks, and the gray around them was pale and faded,

without the intensity Marsh had seen in them so often.

But he was there, and that seemed to make all the

difference in the world. He had come out of his cabin in

broad daylight, and walked across the open decks and down

the stairs, and set himself down to dine before God, the

crew, and everyone. Whatever stories and fears his night

hours had given birth to seemed damned silly now, as the

good light of day washed down on Joshua York and his fine

white suit.

York was quiet through most of the meal, though he gave

diffident answers whenever someone asked a question of

him, and infrequently tossed a comment of his own into the

table talk. When the desserts were served, he pushed his

plate aside and put down his knife wearily. “Ask Toby to

come out,” he said.

The cook came forward from the kitchen, spotted with

flour and cooking oil. “Din’ you like the food, Cap’n York?” he

asked. “You hardly et none of it.”

“It was fine, Toby. I’m afraid I don’t have much appetite at

this time of day. I am here, however. I trust I’ve proved

something.”



“Yessuh,” said Toby. “Won’t be no trouble now.”

“Excellent,” York said. When Toby had returned to his

kitchen, York turned to Marsh. “I’ve decided to lay over

another day,” he said. “We’ll steam out of here tomorrow at

nightfall, not tonight.”

“Well, sure, Joshua,” Marsh said. “Pass me down another

piece of that pie, will you?”

York smiled and passed it to him.

“Cap’n, tonight’d be better’n tomorrow,” said Dan

Albright, who was cleaning his teeth with a bone toothpick.

“I smell a storm comin’ up.”

“Tomorrow,” York said.

Albright shrugged.

“Toby and Jeb can stay behind. In fact,” York continued, “I

want to take only the bare complement necessary to man

the boat. Any passengers who boarded early are to be put

ashore for a few days, until our return. We won’t be taking

on any freight, so the roustabouts can be given a few days

off as well. We’ll take only one watch with us. Can that be

done?”

“I reckon,” Marsh said. He glanced down the long table.

The officers were all looking at Joshua curiously.

“Tomorrow at nightfall, then,” York said. “Excuse me. I

must rest.” He stood up, and for a brief instant seemed

unsteady on his feet. Marsh got up from the table hurriedly,

but York waved him away. “I’m fine,” he said. “I’ll be retiring

to my cabin now. See that I am not disturbed until we are

ready to leave New Orleans.”



“Won’t you be down for supper tonight?” Marsh asked.

“No,” said York. His eyes moved up and down the cabin. “I

do think I prefer it by night,” he said. “Lord Byron was right.

Day is far too gaudy.”

“Eh?” Marsh said.

“Don’t you remember?” York said. “The poem I recited to

you at the boatyards in New Albany. It fits the Fevre Dream

so well. She walks in beauty . . .”

“. . . like the night,” said Jeffers, adjusting his spectacles.

Abner Marsh looked at him, flabbergasted. Jeffers was a

demon for chess and ciphering and even went to plays, but

Marsh had never heard him recite no poetry before.

“You know Byron!” Joshua said, delighted. For an instant,

he looked almost like his own self.

“I do,” Jeffers admitted. One eyebrow arched as he

regarded York. “Cap’n, are you suggesting that our days are

spent in goodness here on the Fevre Dream?” He smiled.

“Why, that’ll sure come as news to Hairy Mike and Mister

Framm here.”

Hairy Mike guffawed, while Framm protested, “Hey, now,

three wives don’t mean I ain’t good, why most every one of

’em ’ud vouch for me!”

“What the hell you talkin’ about?” Abner Marsh put in.

Most of the officers and crew looked as confused as he was.

Joshua played with an elusive smile. “Mister Jeffers is

reminding me of the final stanza of Byron’s poem,” he said.

He recited:



And on that cheek, and o’er that brow,

                   So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,

The smiles that win, the tints that glow,

                   But tell of days in goodness spent,

A mind at peace with all below,

                   A heart whose love is innocent!

“Are we innocent, Cap’n?” Jeffers asked.

“No one is entirely innocent,” Joshua York replied, “but the

poem speaks to me nonetheless, Mister Jeffers. The night is

beautiful, and we can hope to find peace and nobility in its

dark splendor as well. Too many men fear the dark

unreasoningly.”

“Perhaps,” said Jeffers. “Sometimes it ought to be feared,

though.”

“No,” said Joshua York, and with that he left them,

breaking off the verbal fencing match with Jeffers abruptly.

As soon as he was gone, others began to leave the table to

attend to their duties, but Jonathon Jeffers remained in his

place, lost in thought, staring off across the cabin. Marsh sat

down to finish his pie. “Mister Jeffers,” he said, “I don’t know

what’s goin’ on along this river. Damn poems. What good

did all that fancy talk ever do anyhow? If this Byron had

somethin’ to say, why didn’t he just out and say it in plain,

simple language? Answer me that.”

Jeffers looked over at him, blinking. “Sorry, Cap’n,” he

said. “I was trying to remember something. What was it you

said?”



Marsh swallowed a forkful of pie, washed it down with

some coffee, and repeated his question.

“Well, Cap’n,” Jeffers said, with a wry smile, “the main

thing is that poetry is pretty. The way the words fit together,

the rhythms, the pictures they paint. Poems are pleasant

when said aloud. The rhymes, the inner music, just the way

they sound.” He sipped some coffee. “It’s hard to explain if

you don’t feel it. But it’s sort of like a steamer, Cap’n.”

“Ain’t never seen no poem pretty as a steamer,” said

Marsh gruffly.

Jeffers grinned. “Cap’n, why does the Northern Light have

that big picture of the Aurora on her wheelhouse? She don’t

need it. The paddles would turn just as smartly without it.

Why is our pilot house, and so many others, all fancied up

with curlicues and carvings and trim, why is every steamer

worth her name full of fine wood and carpets and oil

paintings and jigsaw carpentry? Why do our chimneys have

flowered tops? The smoke would come out just as easy if

they were plain.”

Marsh burped, and frowned.

“You could make steamers plain and simple,” Jeffers

concluded, “but the way they are, that makes them finer to

look at, to ride on. It’s the same with poetry, Cap’n. A poet

could maybe say something straight out, sure enough, but

when he puts it in rhyme and meter it becomes grander.”

“Well, maybe,” Marsh said dubiously.

“I bet I could find a poem even you would like,” Jeffers

said. “Byron wrote one, in fact. ‘The Destruction of

Sennacherib,’ it’s called.”



“Where’s that?”

“It’s a who, not a where,” Jeffers corrected. “A poem about

a war, Cap’n. There’s a marvelous rhythm to it. It gallops

along as lively as ‘Buffalo Gals.’ ” He stood up and

straightened his coat. “Come with me, I’ll show you.”

Marsh finished the dregs of his coffee, pushed off from the

table, and followed Jonathon Jeffers aft to the Fevre Dream’s

library. He collapsed gratefully in a big overstuffed armchair

while the head clerk searched up and down the bookcases

that filled the room and rose clear to the high ceiling. “Here

it is,” Jeffers said at last, pulling down a fair-sized volume. “I

knew we had to have a book of Byron’s poems somewhere.”

He leafed through the pages—a few had never been cut,

and he sliced them apart with his fingernail—until he found

what he was looking for. Then he struck a pose and read

“The Destruction of Sennacherib.”

The poem did have quite a rhythm to it, Marsh had to

admit, especially with Jeffers reciting it. It wasn’t no “Buffalo

Gals,” though. Still, he kind of liked it. “Not bad,” he

admitted when Jeffers had finished. “Didn’t care for the end,

though. Damn Bible-thumpers got to drag the Lord in most

everywhere.”

Jeffers laughed. “Lord Byron was no Bible-thumper, I can

assure you,” he said. “He was immoral, in fact, or so it was

said.” He took on a thoughtful look and began turning pages

again.

“What are you lookin’ for now?”

“The poem I was trying to recollect at the table,” Jeffers

said. “Byron wrote another poem about night, quite at odds

with—ah, here it is.” He glanced up and down the page,



nodded. “Listen to this, Cap’n. The title is ‘Darkness.’ ” He

commenced to recite:

I had a dream, which was not all a dream,

The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars

Did wander darkling in the eternal space,

Rayless, and pathless, and the icy Earth

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;

Morn came and went—and came, and brought no

day,

And men forgot their passions in the dread

Of this their desolation; and all hearts

Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light. . . .

The clerk’s voice had taken on a hollow, sinister tone as he

read; the poem went on and on, longer than any of the

others. Marsh soon lost track of the words, but they touched

him nonetheless, and cast a chill that was somehow

frightening over the room. Phrases and bits of lines lingered

in his mind; the poem was full of terror, of vain prayer and

despair, of madness and great funeral pyres, of war and

famine and men like beasts.

. . . —a meal was brought

With blood, and each sate sullenly apart

Gorging himself in gloom; no Love was left;

All earth was but one thought—and that was Death



Immediate and inglorious; and the pang

Of famine fed upon all entrails—men

Died and their bones were tombless as their flesh;

The meagre by the meagre were devour’d, . . .

and Jeffers read on, evil dancing after evil, until at last he

concluded:

They slept on the abyss without a surge—

The waves were dead; the tides were in their grave,

The Moon, their mistress, had expired before;

The winds were wither’d in the stagnant air,

And the clouds perish’d; Darkness had no need

Of aid from them—She was the Universe.

He closed the book.

“Ravings,” Marsh said. “He sounds like a man taken with

fever.”

Jonathon Jeffers smiled wanly. “The Lord didn’t even put in

an appearance.” He sighed. “Byron was of two minds about

darkness, it seems to me. There’s precious little innocence

in that poem. I wonder if Cap’n York is familiar with it?”

“Of course he is,” Marsh said, hoisting himself out of his

chair. “Give that here.” He extended his hand.

Jeffers handed him the book. “Taking an interest in poetry,

Cap’n?”



“Never you mind about that,” Marsh replied, slipping the

book into his pocket. “Ain’t there any business to attend to

in your office?”

“Certainly,” said Jeffers. He took his leave.

Abner Marsh stood in the library for three or four minutes,

feeling mighty odd; the poem had had a very unsettling

effect on him. Maybe there was something to this poetry

business after all, he thought. He resolved to look into the

book at his leisure and figure it out for himself.

Marsh had his own errands to run, however, and they kept

him busy through most of the afternoon and early evening.

Afterward he forgot all about the book in his pocket. Karl

Framm was going into New Orleans to sup at the St.

Charles, and Marsh decided to join him. It was almost

midnight when they returned to the Fevre Dream.

Undressing up in his cabin, Marsh came upon the book

again. He put it carefully on his bedside table, donned his

nightshirt, and settled down to read a bit by candlelight.

“Darkness” seemed even more sinister by night, in the

dim loneliness of his little steamer cabin, although the

words on the page didn’t have quite the cold menace that

Jeffers had given them. Still, they disquieted him. He turned

pages and read “Sennacherib” and “She Walks in Beauty”

and some other poems, but his thoughts kept wandering

into “Darkness.” Despite the heat of the night, Abner Marsh

had gooseflesh creeping up his arms.

In the front of the book, there was a picture of Byron.

Marsh studied it. He looked pretty enough, dark and sensual

like a Creole; it was easy to see why the women went for

him so, even if he was supposed to be a gimp. Of course, he

was a nobleman too. It said so right beneath his picture:



GEORGE GORDON, LORD BYRON

1788–1824

Abner Marsh studied Byron’s face for a time, and found

himself envying the poet’s features. Beauty was never

something he had experienced from within; if he dreamed of

grand gorgeous steamers, perhaps it was because he so

conspicuously lacked beauty himself. With his bulk, his

warts, his flat squashed nose, Marsh had never had to worry

over much about women neither. When he’d been younger,

rafting and flatboating down the river, and even after he’d

worked a spell on steamers, Marsh had frequented places in

Natchez-under-the-hill and New Orleans where a riverman

could find a night’s fun for a reasonable price. And later,

when Fevre River Packets was going strong, there were

some women in Galena and Dubuque and St. Paul who

would have married him for the asking; good, stout, hard-

faced widow women who knew the worth of a sound strong

man like him, with all those steamboats. But they had lost

interest quick enough after his misfortune, and anyway they

had never been what he’d wanted. When Abner Marsh let

himself think of such things, which wasn’t often, he

dreamed of women like the dark-eyed Creole ladies and

dusky free quadroons of New Orleans, lithe and graceful and

proud as his steamers.

Marsh snorted and blew out his candle. He tried to sleep.

But his dreams were flushed and haunted; words echoed

dimly and frighteningly in the darkened alleys of his mind.

. . . Morn came and went—and came, and brought

no day.

. . . Gorging himself in gloom: no Love was left.

. . . men forgot their passions in the dread



Of this their desolation.

. . . a meal was brought,

With blood.

. . . an astounding man.

Abner Marsh sat bolt upright in his bed, wide awake,

listening to the thumping of his heart. “Damn,” he muttered.

He found a match, lit his bedside candle, and opened the

book of poems to the page with Byron’s picture. “Damn,” he

repeated.

Marsh dressed quickly. He yearned for company

something fierce, for Hairy Mike’s muscles and black iron

billet, or Jonathon Jeffers and his sword cane. But this was

between him and Joshua alone, and he had given his word

not to talk to no one.

He splashed some water on his face, took up his hickory

stick, and went out onto the deck, wishing he had a

preacher on board, or even a cross. The book of poems was

in his pocket. Far down the landing, another steamer was

building steam and loading; Marsh could hear her

roustabouts singing a slow, melancholy chant as they toted

cargo across the planks.

At the door to Joshua’s cabin, Abner Marsh raised his stick

to knock, then hesitated, suddenly full of doubts. Joshua had

given orders not to be disturbed. Joshua was going to be

almighty displeased by what Marsh had to say. The whole

thing was tomfoolery, that poem had just plagued him with

bad dreams, or maybe it was something he ate. Still, still . . .

He was still standing there, frowning in thought, his stick

upraised, when the cabin door swung silently open.



Inside was as dark as the belly of a cow. Moon and stars

cast some small light across the door frame, but beyond

was hot velvet blackness. Several paces back from the door,

a shadowy figure stood. The moon touched bare feet, and

the vague shape of the man was dimly felt. “Come in,

Abner,” came the voice from the darkness. Joshua spoke in

a raspy whisper.

Abner Marsh stepped forward across the threshold.

The shadow moved, and suddenly the door was closed.

Marsh heard it lock. It was utterly dark. He couldn’t see a

thing. A powerful hand gripped him tightly by the arm and

drew him forward. Then he was pushed backward, and he

was afraid for an instant until he felt the chair beneath him.

A rustle of motion in the darkness. Marsh looked around,

blindly, trying to make sense out of the black. “I didn’t

knock,” he heard himself say.

“No,” came Joshua’s reply. “I heard you approach. And I

have been expecting you, Abner.”

“He said you would come,” came another voice, from a

different part of the darkness. A woman’s voice, soft, bitter.

Valerie.

“You,” Marsh said in astonishment. He had not expected

that. He was confused, angry, uncertain, and Valerie’s

presence made it even more difficult. “What are you doin’

here?” Marsh demanded.

“I might ask the same of you,” her soft voice answered. “I

am here because Joshua needs me, Captain Marsh. To help

him. And that is more than you have done, for all your

words. You and your kind, with all your suspicion, all your

pious—”



“Enough, Valerie,” Joshua said curtly. “Abner, I do not

know why you have come tonight, but I knew you would

come sooner or later. I might have done better to take a

dullard as a partner, a man who would take orders without

questions. You are too shrewd perhaps for your own good,

and mine. I knew it was only a matter of time until you saw

through the tale I spun for you at Natchez. I’ve seen you

watching us. I know about your little tests.” He gave a

rough, forced chuckle. “Holy water, indeed!”

“How . . . you knew, then?” Marsh said.

“Yes.”

“Damn that boy.”

“Don’t be too hard on him. He had little to do with it,

Abner, though I did notice him staring at me all during

supper.” Joshua’s laugh was a strained, terrible sound. “No,

it was the water itself that told me. A glass of clear clean

water shows up in front of me a few days after our talk, and

what am I to think? All the time we’ve been on the river,

we’ve been getting water full of mud and sediment. I could

have started a garden with the river mud I’ve left at the

bottom of my glass.” He made a dry, clacking sound of

amusement. “Or even filled my coffin.”

Abner Marsh ignored the last. “Stir it up and drink it down

with the water,” he said. “Make a riverman of you.” He

paused. “Or maybe just a man,” he added.

“Ah,” said Joshua, “so we come to the point.” He said

nothing more for a long time, and the cabin seemed

suffocating, thick with darkness and silence. When Joshua

finally spoke, his tone was chilled and serious. “Did you

bring a cross with you, Abner? Or a stake?”



“I brung this,” Marsh said. He pulled out the book of

poems and tossed it through the air, to where he judged

Joshua was sitting.

He heard a motion, a snap as the spinning book was

snatched from the air. Pages rustled. “Byron,” Joshua said,

bemused.

Abner Marsh couldn’t have seen his fingers wriggling an

inch in front of his face, so thoroughly was the cabin

shuttered and curtained. But Joshua could not only see well

enough to catch the book, but to read it as well. Marsh felt

goosebumps rise on him again, despite the heat.

“Why Byron?” asked Joshua. “You puzzle me. Another test,

a cross, questions, those I might have anticipated. Not

Byron.”

“Joshua,” said Marsh, “how old are you?”

Silence.

“I’m a fair judge of age,” Marsh said. “You’re a hard one,

with your white hair and all. Still, from the looks of you—

your face, your hands—I’d say thirty, thirty-five at the most.

That book there, it says he died thirty-three years ago. And

you say you knew him.”

Joshua sighed. “Yes.” He sounded rueful. “A stupid

mistake. I was so taken by the sight of this steamer that I

forgot myself. Afterward I thought it would not matter. You

knew nothing of Byron. I was sure you would forget.”

“I ain’t always quick. But I don’t forget.” Marsh took a

hard, reassuring grip on his stick, and leaned forward.

“Joshua, I want us to talk. Get the woman out of here.”



Valerie laughed icily in the darkness. She seemed closer

now, though Marsh had not heard her move. “He is a bold

fool,” she said.

“Valerie will stay, Abner,” Joshua said bluntly. “She can be

trusted to hear anything you might care to say to me. She is

as I am.”

Marsh felt cold and very alone. “Like you are,” he echoed

heavily. “Well then. What are you?”

“Judge for yourself,” Joshua replied. A match flared

suddenly, startlingly, in the black cabin.

“Oh, my God,” Marsh croaked.

The brief small flame threw harsh light on Joshua’s

features. His lips were swollen and cracked. Burned,

blackened skin pulled tight across his forehead and cheeks.

Blisters, swollen with water and pus, bulged beneath his

chin and clustered on the raw red hand that cupped the

match. His gray eyes gaped whitened and rheumy from

hollow pits. Joshua York smiled grimly, and Marsh heard the

seared flesh crackle and tear. Pale white fluid ran slowly

down one cheek from a fissure freshly torn open. A piece of

skin fell away, revealing raw pink flesh beneath.

Then the match went out, and darkness was a blessing.

“His partner, you said,” Valerie said accusingly. “You would

help him, you said. This is the help you gave him, you and

your crew with your suspicions and your threats. He might

have died for your sake. He is the pale king, and you are

nothing, but he did this to himself to win your worthless

loyalty. Are you satisfied, Captain Marsh? It seems not, since

you are here.”



“What the hell happened to you?” Marsh asked, ignoring

Valerie.

“I was in the light of your gaudy day for less than two

hours,” Joshua replied, and now Marsh understood his

pained whispering. “I was aware of the risk. I have done it

before, when it was necessary. Four hours might have killed

me. Six hours, most certainly. But two hours or less, most of

it spent out of direct sunlight—I knew my limits. The burns

look worse than they are. The pain is bearable. And this

shall pass quickly. By tomorrow at this time, no one will ever

know anything had touched me. Already my flesh heals

itself. The blisters burst, the dead skin sloughs off. You saw

for yourself.”

Abner Marsh shut his eyes, opened them. It made no

difference. The darkness was as full either way, and he

could still see the pale blue after-image of the match

hanging before him, and the awful specter of Joshua’s

ravaged face. “Then it don’t matter about the holy water,

and the mirrors,” he said. “It don’t matter. You can’t go out

by day, not really. What you said—those goddamned

vampires of yours. They’re real. Only you lied to me. You lied

to me, Joshua! You ain’t no vampire hunter, you’re one of

them. You and her and all the rest of them. You’re vampires

your-goddamned-selves!”Marsh held his walking stick out in

front of him, an ineffective hickory sword warding off things

he could not see. His throat felt raw and dry. He heard

Valerie laugh lightly, and move closer.

“Lower your voice, Abner,” Joshua said calmly, “and spare

me your indignation. Yes, I lied to you. At our very first

meeting, I warned you that if you pressed me for answers

you would get lies. You forced the lies from me. I only regret

that they were not better lies.”



“My partner,” Abner Marsh said angrily. “Hell, I can’t

believe it even now. A killer, or worse’n a killer. What have

you been doin’ all these nights? Goin’ out and findin’

somebody alone, drinkin’ blood, rippin’ them apart? And

then moving on, yessir, now I see. A different town most

every night, you’re safe that way, by the time the folks

ashore find what you’ve done you’re gone off somewheres

else. And not runnin’ neither, just loafin’ along in grand style

in a fancy steamer with your own cabin and everything. No

wonder you wanted yourself a steamboat so much, Mister

Cap’n York. God damn you to hell.”

“Be silent,” York snapped, with such force in his voice that

Marsh abruptly closed his mouth. “Lower that stick before

you break something waving it around. Lower it, I say.”

Marsh dropped the walking stick to the carpet. “Good,” said

Joshua.

“He is like all the rest, Joshua,” Valerie said. “He does not

understand. He has nothing for you but fear and hate. We

can’t let him leave here alive.”

“Perhaps,” Joshua said reluctantly. “I think there is more to

him than that, but perhaps I’m wrong. What of it, Abner? Be

careful what you say. Speak as if your life hung on every

word.”

But Abner Marsh was too angry for thought. The fear that

had filled him had given way to a fever of rage; he had been

lied to, made a part of this, played for a big ugly fool. No

man treated Abner Marsh like that, no matter if he wasn’t a

man at all. York had turned his Fevre Dream, his lady, into

some kind of floating nightmare. “I been on this river a long

time,” Marsh said. “Don’t you try to scare me none. When I

was on my first steamer, I seen a friend o’ mine get his guts

cut out in a St. Joe saloon. I grabbed the scoundrel that did



it, took the knife off him, and broke his damn back for him. I

was at Bad Axe too, and down in bleeding Kansas, so no

goddamned bloodsucker is goin’ to bluff me. You want to

come for me, you come right on. I’m twice your weight, and

you’re burned up all to hell. I’ll twist your damned head off.

Maybe I ought to do that anyhow, for what you done.”

Silence. Then, astonishingly, Joshua York laughed, long

and loud. “Ah, Abner,” he said when he had quieted again,

“you are a steamboatman. Half-dreamer and half-braggart

and all fool. You sit there blind, when you know I can see

perfectly well by the light leaking in through the shutters

and drapes, and beneath the door. You sit there fat and

slow, knowing my strength, my quickness. You ought to

know how silently I can move.” There was a pause, a creak,

and suddenly York’s voice came from across the cabin. “Like

this.” Another silence. “And this.” Behind him. “And this.” He

was back where he had started; Marsh, who had turned his

head every which way to follow the voice, felt dizzy. “I could

bleed you to death with a hundred soft touches you’d hardly

feel. I could creep up on you in the darkness and rip out

your throat before you realized I’d stopped talking. And still,

despite everything, you sit there looking in the wrong

direction, with your beard stuck out, blustering and

threatening.” Joshua sighed. “You have spirit, Abner Marsh.

Poor judgment, but lots of spirit.”

“If you’re fixin’ to try to kill me, come on and get it done,”

Marsh said. “I’m ready. Maybe I never outrun the Eclipse,

but I done most everything else I had a mind to. I’d rather

be rottin’ in one of those fancy N’Orleans tombs than

runnin’ a steamer for a pack of vampires.”

“Once I asked you if you were a superstitious man, or a

religious one,” Joshua said. “You denied it. Yet now I hear

you talking about vampires like some ignorant immigrant.”



“What’re you sayin’? You’re the one told me . . .”

“Yes, yes. Coffins full of dirt, soulless creatures that don’t

show up in mirrors, things that can’t cross running water,

creatures who can turn into wolves and bats and mists yet

cringe before a clove of garlic. You’re too intelligent a man

to believe such rubbish, Abner. Shrug off your fears and

your angers for a moment, and think!”

That brought Abner Marsh up short. The mocking bite of

Joshua’s tone made it all sound mighty silly, in fact. Maybe

York did get all burned up by a little daylight, but that didn’t

change the fact that he drank holy water and wore silver

and showed up in mirrors. “You tellin’ me you ain’t no

vampire now, or what?” Marsh said, lost.

“There are no such things as vampires,” Joshua said

patiently. “They are like those river stories Karl Framm tells

so well. The treasure of the Drennan Whyte. The phantom

steamer of Raccourci. The pilot who was so conscientious he

got up to stand his watch even after he’d died. Stories,

Abner. Idle amusements, not to be taken seriously by a

grown man.”

“Some of them stories is part true,” Marsh protested

feebly. “I mean, I know lots of pilots who claim they seen the

lights of the phantom when they went down the Raccourci

cutoff, and even heard her leadsmen cussin’ and swearin’.

And the Drennan Whyte, well, I don’t believe in no curses,

but she went down just like Mister Framm tells it, and them

other boats that came to raise her went down too. As for

that dead pilot, hell, I knew him. He was a sleepwalker, is

what it was, and he piloted the steamer while he was dead

asleep. Only the story got exaggerated a mite goin’ up and

down the river.”



“You’ve made my point for me, Abner. If you insist on the

word, then yes, vampires are real. But the stories about us

have gotten exaggerated a mite as well. Your sleepwalker

became a corpse in a few years of telling stories about him.

Think of what he’ll be in a century or two.”

“What are you then, if you ain’t no vampire?”

“I have no easy word for what I am,” Joshua said. “In

English, your kind might call me vampire, werewolf, witch,

warlock, sorcerer, demon, ghoul. Other languages offer

other names: nosferatu, odoroten, upir, loup garou. All

names given by your people to such poor things as I. I do

not like those names. I am none of them. Yet I have nothing

to offer in their stead. We have no name for ourselves.”

“Your own language . . .” Marsh said.

“We have no language. We use human languages, human

names. Such has always been our way. We are not human,

yet neither are we vampires. We are . . . another race. When

we call ourselves anything, it is usually one of your words, in

one of your languages, to which we have given a secret

meaning. We are the people of the night, the people of the

blood. Or simply the people.”

“And us?” Marsh demanded. “If you’re the people, what

are we?”

Joshua York hesitated briefly, and Valerie spoke up. “The

people of the day,” she said quickly.

“No,” Joshua said. “That is my term. It is not one my

people use frequently. Valerie, the time for lies is past. Tell

Abner the truth.”

“He will not like it,” she said. “Joshua, the risk . . .”



“Nonetheless,” Joshua said. “Valerie, tell him.”

Leaden silence for a moment. And then, softly, Valerie

said, “The cattle. That’s what we call you, Captain. The

cattle.”

Abner Marsh frowned and clenched a big, rough fist.

“Abner,” Joshua said, “you wanted the truth. I have been

giving you a great deal of thought of late. After Natchez, I

feared I might have to arrange an accident for you. We dare

not risk exposure, and you are a threat to us. Simon and

Katherine both urged me to have you killed. Those of my

newer companions whom I have taken into my confidence,

like Valerie and Jean Ardant, tended to concur. Yet, though

my people and I would undoubtedly be safer with you dead,

I held back. I am sick of death, sick of fear, endlessly weary

of the mistrust between our races. I wondered if perhaps we

might try working together instead, but I was never certain

that you could be trusted. Until that night in Donaldsonville,

that is, that night when Valerie tried to get you to turn the

Fevre Dream. You proved stronger than I had any right to

expect when you resisted her, and more loyal as well. Then

and there, I decided. You would live, and if you came to me

again, I would tell you the truth, all of it, the good and the

bad. Will you listen?”

“Do I got much choice?” Marsh asked.

“No,” admitted Joshua York.

Valerie sighed. “Joshua, I plead with you to reconsider.

He’s one of them, however much you like him. He will not

understand. They’ll come up here with sharpened stakes,

you know they will.”



“I hope not,” Joshua said. Then, to Marsh, he said, “She is

afraid, Abner. This is a new thing I propose to do, and new

things are always dangerous. Hear me out and do not judge

me, and perhaps we can have a true partnership between

us. I have never told the truth to one of you before . . .”

“To one of the cattle,” Marsh grumbled. “Well, I never

lissened to no vampire before neither, so we’re even. Go on.

This here bull is lissenin’.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Of Days Dark

and Distant

Listen then, Abner, but first hear my conditions. I want no

interruptions. I want no outraged outbursts, no questions,

no judgments from you. Not until I am finished. Much of

what I have to say you will find grim and terrible, I warn you,

but if you let me take you from the beginning to the end,

then perhaps you will understand. You have called me a

killer, a vampire, and in a sense I am. But you have killed as

well, by your own admission. You believe your acts justified

by the circumstances. So do I. If not justified, then at least

mitigated. Hear all I have to say before you condemn me

and my kind.

Let me begin with myself, my own life, and tell you the

rest as I learned it.

You asked my age. I am young, Abner, in the first flush of

adult life by the standards of my race. I was born in

provincial France in the year 1785. I never knew my mother,

for reasons I shall reveal later. My father was a minor noble.

That is, he granted himself a title as he moved through

French society. He had been in France several generations,

so he enjoyed a certain status, though he claimed to be of



Eastern European origin. He had wealth, a small amount of

land. He accounted for his longevity by a ruse in the 1760s,

whereby he posed as his own son and eventually succeeded

himself.

So, you see, I am some 72 years old, and I did indeed

enjoy the good fortune of meeting Lord Byron. That was

some time later, however.

My father was as I am. So were two of our servants, two

who were not truly servants but companions. The three

adults of my race taught me languages, manners, much of

the world . . . and cautions. I slept by day, went out only by

night, learned to fear the dawn as children of your race,

having been burned, learn to fear fire. I was different from

others, I was told, superior and apart, a lord. I must not talk

of those differences, though, lest the cattle fear me and kill

me. I must pretend that my hours were simply a matter of

preference. I must learn and observe the forms of

Catholicism, even take communion at special midnight

masses in our private chapel. I must—well, I will not go on.

You must realize, Abner, I was only a child. I might have

learned more in time, might have begun to comprehend the

why and the wherefore of those around me and the life we

led, had things continued. I would then have been another

person.

In 1789, however, the fires of the Revolution changed my

life irrevocably. When the Terror came, we were taken. For

all his cautions, his chapels and his mirrors, my father had

aroused suspicion by his nocturnal habits, his solitude, his

mysterious wealth. Our servants—our human servants—

denounced him as a warlock, a satanist, a disciple of the

Marquis de Sade. And he called himself an aristocrat as well,

the blackest sin of all. His two companions, being seen only



as servants themselves, managed to slip away, but my

father and I were taken.

Young as I was, I have vivid memories of the cell in which

we were imprisoned. It was cold and damp, all rough stone,

with a great door of iron so thick and heavily barred that

even my father’s great strength was no use against it. The

cell stank of urine, and we slept without blankets, in filthy

straw scattered over the floor. There was one window, but it

was far above us, slanting through a solid stone wall at least

ten feet thick. It was very small, and the outside was heavily

barred. We were actually below the ground, I think, in a sort

of cellar. Very little light filtered down to us, but of course

that was a blessing in disguise.

When we were alone, my father told me what I must do.

He could not even get to the window, the gap in the stone

being so narrow, but I could; I was still small. And I had the

strength to deal with the bars. He ordered me to leave him.

He gave me other advice as well. To wear rags and draw no

attention to myself. To hide by day, and pilfer food by night.

Never to tell anyone how I was different. To find myself a

cross, and wear it. I did not understand half of what he said,

and soon forgot much of it, but I promised to obey. He told

me to leave France, and to seek out the servants who had

fled. I was not to try to avenge him, he said. I would have

vengeance enough in time, for all these people would die

and I would live. Then he said something I have never

forgotten. “They cannot help themselves. The red thirst is

on this nation, and only blood will sate it. It is the bane of us

all.” I asked him what the red thirst was. “You will know it

soon enough,” he told me. “It cannot be mistaken.” Then he

bid me go. I squeezed up the narrow aperture to the

window. The bars were old and rusted through. Since it was

impossible to get to them, no one had given thought to their

replacement. They broke away in my hands.



I never saw my father again, but later, after the

Restoration that followed Napoleon, I made inquiries after

him. My disappearance had sealed his fate. He was clearly a

sorcerer as well as an aristocrat. He was tried, convicted. He

lost his head to a provincial guillotine. Afterward they burnt

his body, because of the charge of sorcery.

But I knew none of this then. I fled the prison and the

province and wandered to Paris, where survival was easy in

those days, so chaotic was the situation. By day I took

refuge in cellars, the darker the better. By night I came forth

and stole food. Meat, chiefly. I had little taste for vegetables

or fruits. I became a proficient thief. I was fast, silent, and

terribly strong. My nails seemed sharper and harder each

day. I could claw through wood when I had a mind to. No

one noticed me or questioned me. I spoke good, cultured

French, fair English, and a smattering of low German. In

Paris I picked up the gutter tongue as well. I searched for

our vanished servants, the only others of my race I had ever

known, but I had no clue how to find them, and my efforts

came to nothing.

So I grew up among your people. The cattle. The people of

the day. I was clever and observant. Much as I looked like

those around me, I soon realized how truly different I was.

And better, as I had been told. Stronger, quicker, and—I

believed—longer-lived as well. Daylight was my only

weakness. I kept my secret well.

The life I led in Paris, however, was mean and degraded

and boring. I wanted more. I began to steal money as well

as food. I found someone to teach me how to read, and

thereafter I stole books whenever I could. Once or twice I

was almost caught, but I always got away. I could melt into

shadows, scale walls in the winking of an eye, move as

quietly as a cat. Perhaps those who pursued me thought I



changed into a mist. It must have seemed that way at

times.

When the Napoleonic Wars began, I was careful to avoid

the army, since I knew they would require me to expose

myself to daylight. But I followed behind them in their

campaigns. I traveled through Europe in that fashion, saw

much burning and killing. And where the Emperor went,

there was loot for me.

In Austria in 1805, I saw my great chance. On the road by

night, I chanced upon a wealthy Viennese merchant fleeing

before the French armies. He had all his money with him,

converted to gold and silver, a fabulous sum. I stalked him

to the inn where he spent the night, and when I was sure he

was asleep, broke in to make my fortune. He was not

asleep, however. The war had made him afraid. He was

waiting for me, and he was armed. He pulled a pistol from

beneath his blankets, and shot me.

Shock and pain overwhelmed me. The blow drove me to

the floor. It had caught me in the stomach, square, and I

bled profusely. But then, suddenly, the flow began to ebb,

and the pain lessened. I got up. I must have been a terrible

sight, pale-faced and covered with blood. And a strange

feeling came over me, one I had never felt before. The

moon was coming in through the window, and the merchant

was screaming, and before I knew quite what I was doing I

was on him. I wanted to silence him, to clamp my hand over

his mouth, but . . . something took hold of me. My hands

went to him, my nails—they are very sharp, very hard. I tore

open his throat. He choked on his own blood.

I stood there, trembling, watching the black blood spurt

out from him, his body thrashing on the bed in the pale

moonlight. He was dying. I had seen people die before, in



Paris, in the war. This was different. I had killed him. A great

passion seemed to fill me, and I felt . . . desire. I had read

often of desire in the books I stole, of lust and the carnal

urges to which man is heir. I had never felt any of it. I had

looked on naked women, on men, on couples locked in

sexual congress, and none of it had touched me. I could not

comprehend all this nonsense I read of uncontrollable

passions, lusts like fire. But now I knew them. The blood

flowing, this fat rich man dying in my hands, the noises he

made, his feet beating on the bed. It all excited some

animal deep within me. The blood drenched my hands. It

was so dark and hot. It steamed as it came from his throat.

So I leaned forward and tasted it. The taste made me mad,

feverish. Suddenly I had plunged my face into his neck,

ripping with my teeth, sucking up the blood, tearing,

swallowing. He stopped thrashing. I fed. And then the door

opened, and there were men with knives and rifles. I looked

up, startled. How I must have terrified them. Before they

could act, I was through the window and gone into the night.

I had the presence of mind to grab the money belt as I went.

It had only a fraction of the man’s fortune in it, but it was

enough.

I ran long and far that night, and passed the next day in

the root cellar of a farmhouse that had been burned and

abandoned.

I was twenty years old. Among the people of the night, a

child still, but now coming into adulthood. When I woke that

night in the root cellar, covered with dried blood and

clutching the money belt to me, I remembered my father’s

words. I knew what the red thirst was at last. And only blood

will sate it, he had said. I was sated. I felt stronger and

healthier than ever in my life. Yet I was sick and horrified as

well. I had grown up among your people, you see, and I

thought as you did. I was no animal, no monster. There and



then, I resolved to change the way I lived, so such a thing

might never happen again. I washed, stole clothes, the

finest I could find. I moved west, away from the fighting.

Then north. I took rooms in inns by day, hired coaches to

travel from town to town each night. Finally, with difficulty

due to the war, I made my way to England. I took a new

name, determined to make myself a gentleman. I had the

money. I could learn the rest.

My journeys had taken me about a month. My third night

in London, I felt strange, sick. I had never been ill in my life.

The next night was worse. The night after, finally, I knew the

feeling for what it was. The red thirst was on me. I screamed

and raged. I ordered up a fine meal, a great rich red slab of

meat I thought would slake the yearning. I ate it, and willed

myself to calm. It was no use. Within the hour I was out on

the streets. I found an alley, waited. A young woman was

the first to pass. Part of me admired her beauty; it burned in

me like a flame. Another part simply hungered. I almost tore

her head off, but at least it was over quickly. Afterward I

wept.

For months I despaired. From my readings, I knew what I

must be. I had learned those words. For twenty years I had

thought myself superior. Now I found I was something

unnatural, a beast, a soulless monster. I could not decide

whether I was a vampire or a werewolf, which puzzled me.

Neither I nor my father had the power to turn into anything,

but my red thirst came on me monthly, in what seemed a

lunar cycle—although it did not always coincide with the full

moon. That was a characteristic of the werewolf, I read. I

read a great deal on those subjects at that time, trying to

understand myself. Like the werewolf of legend, I often tore

out the throat, and I did eat some small amount of flesh,

especially if the thirst was on me badly. And when the thirst

was not on me, I seemed a decent enough person, which



also fit the werewolf legends. On the other hand, silver had

no power over me, nor wolfbane, I did not change my shape

or grow hair. Like the vampire, I could only walk by night.

And it seemed to me that it was the blood I truly craved, not

flesh. But I slept in beds, not coffins, and had crossed

running water hundreds of times, easily. I was certainly not

dead, and religious objects bothered me not at all. Once, to

be sure, I spirited away the body of a victim, wondering if it

would rise as a wolf or a vampire. It stayed a corpse. After a

while it began to smell, and I buried it.

You can imagine my terror. I was not human, but neither

was I one of these legendary creatures. I decided my books

were useless to me. I was on my own.

Month after month the red thirst came upon me. Those

nights were filled with an awful exultation, Abner. In taking

life I lived as never before. But there was always an

afterward, and then I was filled with loathing for the thing I

had become. I slayed the young, the innocent, the beautiful,

they above all. They seemed to have an inner light that

inflamed the thirst as old and sick people could not. And yet

at other times I loved the selfsame qualities I was drawn to

kill.

Desperately I tried to change myself. My will, so strong

normally, was nothing when the red thirst was on me. I

turned to religion with hope. When I felt the first tendrils of

the fever in me, I sought a church, and confessed

everything to the priest who answered my knock. He did not

believe me, but he agreed to sit and pray with me. I wore a

cross, knelt at the altar, prayed fervently, with the candles

and statues all around me, safe in the house of God, one of

his ministers by my side. Within three hours, I turned on

him, and killed him right there, in the church. It caused a

small sensation when the body was found the next day.



I tried reason next. If religion had no answers, then what

drove me could not be supernatural. I slaughtered animals

instead of humans. I stole human blood from a doctor’s

office. I broke into a mortician’s office where I knew a fresh

corpse had been taken. Each of these helped, they quieted

the thirst somewhat, but they did not end it. The best of the

half-measures lay in killing a living animal, and drinking its

blood still warm from its body. It was the life, you see, the

life as well as the blood itself.

Through all of this, I protected myself. I moved about

England several times, so the deaths and disappearances of

my victims would not be concentrated in one locale. I buried

as many bodies as I could. And I finally began to apply my

intellect to my hunting. I needed money, so I sought out

wealthy prey. I became rich, and then richer. Money breeds

more money, and once I had some, more came to me

honestly, cleanly. I had become quite fluent in English by

then. I changed my name again, styled myself a gentleman,

bought myself an isolated house on the moors in Scotland

where my behavior would draw little attention, hired some

discreet servants. Each month I went away on business,

always overnight. None of my prey lived anywhere near me.

The servants suspected nothing.

Finally I hit upon what I thought might be the answer. One

of my servants, a pretty young maid, had been growing

more and more familiar with me. She seemed to like me,

and not simply as an employer. I returned her affection. She

was honest, cheerful, and quite intelligent, if uneducated. I

began to think of her as my friend, and I saw in her a way

out. Often I had considered the alternative of chaining

myself up, or otherwise confining myself until the red thirst

had passed, but I had never hit on a scheme to make it

work. If I put the key in reach, I would use it when the thirst

was on me. If I tossed it away, how would I get unchained?



No, I needed the help of another, but I had always heeded

my father’s warning to trust none of you with my secret.

Now I decided to take a risk. I dismissed my other

servants and sent them away, hired no one to replace them.

I had a room built in my house. A small windowless room

with thick stone walls and an iron door as thick as I

remembered from the cell I’d shared with my father. It could

be secured from the outside with three great metal bolts. I

would have no way out. When it was complete, I called my

pretty little maid in, and gave her instructions. I did not trust

her sufficiently to tell her the full truth. I was afraid, Abner,

that if she knew what I truly was, she would denounce me,

or flee at once, and the solution that seemed so close at

hand would be gone, along with my house and property and

the life I had built. So I told her only that a brief madness

came on me each month, a fit such as epilepsy brings on.

During my fits, I said, I would enter my special room, and

she must bolt me in and keep me there for three full days. I

would take food and water in with me, including some live

chickens, to take some of the edge off the thirst.

She was shocked, concerned, and quite puzzled, but at

last she agreed to do as I bid her. She loved me in her way, I

think, and was willing to do almost anything for my sake. So

I entered the room, and she locked the door behind me.

And the thirst came. It was frightening. Despite the lack of

windows, I could feel when day had come and gone. I slept

by day, as always—but the nights were a blur of horror. I

killed all the chickens the first night, gorged on them. I

demanded to be set free, and my loyal maid refused. I

screamed abuse at her. Then I simply screamed, incoherent

sounds like an animal. I threw myself at the walls, pounded

against the door until my fists were bloody, then squatted to



suck at my own blood eagerly. I tried to claw through the

soft stone. But I could not get out.

On the third day I grew clever. It was as if my fever had

broken. I was on the downhill side now, becoming myself

again. I could feel the thirst waning. I called my maid to the

door, and told her it was over, that she could let me out.

She refused, and said I told her to keep me confined for

three full nights, as indeed I had. I laughed and admitted

that was true, but said the fit had come and gone, that I

knew it would not come again for another month. Still she

would not unbar the door. I did not rave at her. I said I

understood, praised her for following orders so well. I asked

her to stay and talk, since I was lonely in my prison. She

agreed, and we talked for almost an hour. I was calm and

articulate, charming even, very reconciled to another night

inside. We spoke so reasonably that soon she admitted that

I sounded quite like myself. I told her what a good girl she

was to be so conscientious. I enlarged on her merits and my

affection for her. Finally, I asked her to marry me when I was

free again.

She opened the door. She looked so happy, Abner. So very

happy and alive. She was full of life. She came to kiss me,

and I put my arms around her and pulled her to me. We

kissed several times. Then my lips trailed down to her neck,

and I found the artery, and opened it. I . . . fed . . . for a long

time. I was so thirsty, and her life was so sweet. But when I

let her go and she staggered back from me, she was still

alive, just barely, bled white and dying but still conscious.

The look in her eyes, Abner. The look in her eyes.

Of all the things I have ever done, that was most terrible.

She will be with me always. The look in her eyes.



Afterward my despair was boundless. I tried to kill myself.

I bought a silver knife with a handle fashioned in the shape

of a cross—the superstitions still had a grip on me, you see.

And I cut my wrists open, and lay down in a warm bath to

die. I healed. I fell on my sword in the manner of the ancient

Romans. I healed. I was learning more of my abilities every

day. I mended so quickly, with only a brief time of pain. My

blood clotted virtually instantaneously, no matter how

gaping the wound I inflicted. Whatever I might be, I was

clearly a wonder.

Finally I hit on the way. Outside my house, I attached two

great iron chains to the wall. By night I donned the

manacles, and threw the key as far as I was able. A very

long way. I waited for the dawn. The sun was worse than I

remembered. It burned and blinded me. Everything blurred.

My skin was on fire. I think I began to scream. I know I

closed my eyes. I was out there for hours, closer and closer

to death. There was nothing in me except guilt.

And then, somehow, in the fever of my death, I decided to

live. How, why, I cannot tell you. But it seemed to me that I

had always loved life, in myself and in others. That was why

health and beauty and youth drew me so. I loathed myself

because I gave death to the world, and yet here I was,

killing once more, though this time the victim was myself. I

could not wash out my sins with more blood, more death, I

thought. To atone, I must live, bring life and beauty and

hope back into the world to take the place of all that I had

taken. I remembered my father’s vanished servants then.

There were others of my race in the world. Vampires,

werewolves, warlocks, whatever they might be, they were

out there in the night. How did they deal with the red thirst,

I wondered. If only I could find them. I could trust my own

kind where I could not trust humans. We could help each



other conquer the evil that consumed us. I could learn from

them.

I decided I would not die.

The chains were very strong. I had seen to that, fearful

that I would seek escape from pain and death. But now I

found a strength in my resolve greater than anything I had

ever known, even when the thirst was driving me on. I

determined to break the chains, to pull them from the stone

walls where I had fastened them. I pulled and strained and

yanked. They would not give. They were strong chains. I had

been in the sun for hours and hours. What kept me

conscious I cannot say. My skin was black and burned. The

pain had grown so terrible I scarcely felt it any more. Still I

worked at those chains.

Finally one of them broke free. The left. The ring set into

the wall came out in a crumble of masonry. I was half free.

But I was sick unto death, having strange visions. I knew I

would faint soon, and once I slipped to the ground there

would be no getting up again, ever. And the right chain

seemed as strong and secure as when I had begun my

struggle, an endless time before.

The chain never gave, Abner. Yet I won free, and sought

the safety of my cool black cellars, where I lay for more than

a week, dreaming and burning and writhing in pain, but

healing all the while. I turned on myself, you see. I gnawed

through my own wrist and left my right hand lying there

while I slipped the stump through the manacle.

When I regained consciousness, a week later, I had a hand

again. It was soft and small, half-formed, and it hurt. It hurt

terribly. But in time the skin hardened. Then the hand

swelled up, and the skin cracked and split, oozing a thick



pale fluid. When it dried and peeled away, the flesh beneath

was healthier. Three times that happened. The process took

more than three weeks, but when it was over you would

never have known that anything had happened to my hand

at all. I was astounded.

That was in the year 1812, which marked a turning point

in my life.

When I had recovered my strength, I found I had emerged

from the ordeal with a great resolve; to change my way of

life and that of my people, to free us from what my father

had called the bane of the red thirst, to enable us to restore

the life and beauty we drank from the world. To do this, I

had first to seek out others of my kind, and the only others I

knew of were my father’s vanished servants. Yet a search

for them was not possible just then. England warred on the

Empire of the French, and there was no commerce between

the two. The enforced delay did not trouble me. I knew I had

all the years I might require.

As I waited, I took up the study of medicine. Nothing was

known of my people, of course. Our very existence was

legend. But there was much to learn of your race, so like

and yet unlike my own. I befriended a number of doctors, a

leading surgeon of the time, several faculty members of a

well-known medical school. I read medical texts, old and

new. I delved into chemistry, biology, anatomy, even

alchemy, searching for insights. I built my own laboratory

for experimentation, in the very room I had once used as my

ill-fated prison. Now, when I took a life—as I did each month

—I would carry the body back with me whenever I could,

study it, dissect it. How I yearned for a cadaver of my own

species, Abner, so I might see the differences!



In my second year of study, I cut a finger from my left

hand. I knew it would regenerate. I wanted flesh of my flesh

for analysis and dissection.

A severed finger was not sufficient to answer a hundredth

of my questions, but the pain was nonetheless worthwhile,

for what I learned. Bone, flesh, and blood all showed

significant differences from the human. The blood was paler,

like the flesh, and lacking several elements found in human

blood. The bones, on the other hand, contained more of

these elements. They were at once stronger and more

flexible than human bone. Oxygen, that miracle gas of

Priestley and Lavoisier, was present in blood and muscle

tissue to a much greater degree than in comparable

samples taken from your race.

I did not know what to make of any of this, but it made me

feverish with theories. It seemed to me that perhaps the

lacks in my blood had some relation to my drive to drink the

blood of others. That month, when the thirst had come and

gone and I had taken my victim, I bled myself and studied

the sample. The composition of my blood had changed!

Somehow I had converted the blood of my victim into my

own, thickening and enriching it, at least for a time.

Thereafter I bled myself daily. Study showed that my blood

thinned each day. Perhaps it was when the balance reached

a certain critical point that the red thirst came on, I thought.

My supposition left many questions unanswered. Why was

animal blood insufficient to quell the thirst? Or even human

blood taken from a corpse? Did it lose some property in

death? Why had the thirst not come upon me until I was

twenty? What of all the years before? I did not know any of

the answers, nor how to find them, but now at least I had a

hope, a starting point. I began to make potions.



What can I tell you of that? It took years, endless

experiments, study. I used human blood, animal blood,

metals and chemicals of all sorts. I cooked blood, dried it,

drank it raw, mixed it with wormwood, brandy, with foul-

smelling medicinal preservatives, with herbs, salts, irons. I

drank a thousand potions to no avail. Twice I made myself

sick, so my stomach churned and heaved until I vomited

forth the concoction I had downed. Always it was fruitless.

Potions and jars of blood and drugs I could consume by the

hundreds, but still the red thirst drove me forth to hunt by

night. I killed without guilt now, knowing that I was striving

for an answer, that I would conquer my bestial nature yet. I

did not despair, Abner.

And finally, in the year 1815, I found my answer.

Some of my mixtures had worked better than others, you

see, and those I had continued to work with, improving

them, making this change or addition, then that one,

patiently, trying one after the other and all the time

searching out new approaches as well. The compound I

finally produced had as its base sheep’s blood in large

measure, mixed with a strong portion of alcohol which acted

to preserve its properties, I believe. Yet that description

oversimplifies vastly. There is a good part of laudanum in it

as well, for calm and sweet visions, plus potassium salts and

iron and wormwood, and various herbs and alchemical

preparations long disused. For three years I had searched

for it, and one night in the summer of 1815 I drank it down,

as I had so many other potions before. That night the red

thirst did not come upon me.

The night following I felt the beginnings of the hot

restlessness which marks the onset of the thirst, and I

poured a glass of my drink and sipped at it, half-afraid my

triumph would be a dream, illusory. But the feeling faded. I



did not thirst that night either, nor go abroad to hunt and

kill.

At once I set to work, making the fluid in large quantities.

It is not always easy to get it exactly right, and if the

mixture is not exact, it has no effect. My labor was

painstaking, however. You have seen the result, Abner. My

special drink. It is never far from me. Abner, I accomplished

what none of my race had ever done before, though I did

not know it then, in that hot flush of triumph. I had begun a

new epoch for my people, and yours as well. Darkness

without fear, an end to hunter and prey, to hiding and

despair. No more nights of blood and degradation. Abner, I

conquered the red thirst!

I know now that I was extraordinarily fortunate. My

understanding was superficial and limited. I thought the

differences between our peoples lay solely in the blood.

Later I learned how wrong that was. I felt that excess of

oxygen was somehow responsible for the way the fevers of

the red thirst coursed through my veins. Today I think it

more likely that oxygen gives my race its strength, and

helps it heal. Much of what I thought I knew in 1815 I know

now for nonsense. But it does not matter, for my solution

was no nonsense.

I have killed since, Abner, I will not deny that. But in the

fashion humans kill, for human reasons. And since that night

in Scotland in 1815, I have not tasted blood, or felt the

ravages of the red thirst.

I did not stop learning, not then or ever. Knowledge has a

beauty to me, and I rejoice in all beauty, and there was still

much to know of myself and my people. But with my great

discovery the emphasis of the quest changed, and I began

to search for others of my race. At first I employed agents



and letters. Later, when peace had come, I traveled on the

continent myself. Thus I discovered how my father had

ended. More importantly, in old provincial records I found

where he had come from—or at least where he claimed to

have come from. I followed the trail through the Rhineland,

through Prussia and Poland. To the Poles he was a dimly

remembered, much-feared recluse their great-grandfathers

had whispered about. Some said he had been a Teutonic

Knight. Others pointed me farther east, to the Urals. It made

no difference; the Teutonic Knights were centuries dead, and

the Urals were a great range of mountains, too vast for me

to search blindly.

At a dead end, I decided to take a risk. Wearing a great

silver ring and a cross, which I hoped would be sufficient to

dispel any talk or superstition, I began to inquire openly

about vampires, werewolves, and other such legends. Some

laughed at me or mocked me, a few crossed themselves

and slunk away, but most gladly told the simpleminded

Englishman the folk tales he wanted to hear, in exchange

for a drink or a meal. From their stories I took directions. It

was never easy. Years passed while I searched. I learned

Polish, Bulgar, some Russian. I read papers in a dozen

languages, looking for accounts of death that sounded like

the red thirst. Twice I was forced to return to England, to

brew more of my drink and give some attention to my

affairs.

And finally, they found me.

I was in the Carpathians, in a rude country inn. I had been

asking questions, and word of my inquiries had passed from

mouth to mouth. Tired and despondent, and beginning to

feel the first twinges of the thirst, I had returned to my room

early, well before dawn. I was sitting before a crackling fire,

sipping my drink, when I heard a clatter that at first I



thought was the storm rattling the frost-rimed windows. I

turned to look—the room was dark but for the blaze in the

hearth—and the window was opened from outside, and

there outlined against the blackness and the snow and the

stars was a man, standing on the sill. He came inside easy

as a cat, making no noise as he landed, a cold wind

whipping around him from the winter that howled outside.

He was dark, but his eyes burned, Abner, they burned. “You

are curious about vampires, Englishman,” he whispered in

passable English as he shut the windows softly behind him.

It was a frightening moment, Abner. Perhaps it was the

chill from outside that filled the room and made me tremble,

but I think not. I saw this stranger as so many of your

people had seen me, before I took them and feasted on

their life’s blood; dark and hot-eyed and terrible, a shadow

with teeth that moved with a sure grace and spoke in a

sinister whisper. As I started to rise from my chair, he

moved forward into the light. I saw his nails. They were

claws, grown five inches long, the ends black and sharp.

Then I looked up and saw his face. And it was a face I had

known in childhood, and as I looked on it again the name

came to me as well. “Simon,” I said.

He stopped. Our eyes met.

You have looked into my eyes, Abner. You have seen the

power in them, I think, and perhaps other things as well,

darker things. So it is with all of our race. Mesmer wrote of

animal magnetism, of a strange force that resides in all

living things, in some more strongly than others. I have seen

this force in humans. In war, two officers may order their

men to the same foolhardy course. One will be killed for his

troubles by his own troops. The second, using the same

words in the same situation, will compel his men to follow

him willingly into certain death. Bonaparte had the power in



great measure, I think. But our race, we have it most of all.

It resides in our voices, and especially in our eyes. We are

hunters, and with our eyes we can captivate and quiet our

natural prey, bend them to our will, sometimes even compel

them to assist in their own slaughter.

I knew none of this then. All I knew was Simon’s eyes, the

heat of them, the rage and suspicion there. I could feel the

thirst burning within him, and the sight of it woke my own

long-buried bloodlust dimly, like calling to like until I was

afraid. I could not look away. Nor could he. We faced each

other silently, moving but slightly in a wary circle, eyes

locked. My glass fell and shattered on the floor.

How much time passed I cannot say. But finally Simon

looked down, and it was over. Then he did something

startling and strange. He knelt before me, and bit open a

vein in his own wrist so the blood flowed out, and held it up

to me in submission. “Bloodmaster,” he said in French.

The flowing blood, so close at hand, woke a dryness in my

throat. I reached out and grabbed his arm, trembling, and

began to bend toward it. And then I remembered. I slapped

him and spun away, and the bottle was on the table by the

hearth. I poured two glasses, drained one and thrust the

other at him while he looked on, uncomprehending. “Drink,”

I commanded him, and he did as he was told. I was

bloodmaster, and my word was law.

That was the beginning, there in the Carpathians in 1826.

Simon had been one of my father’s two followers, as I had

known. My father had been bloodmaster. With his death,

Simon led, being stronger than the other. He brought me to

the place he lived the following night, a snug chamber

buried in the ruins of an old mountain fortress. There I met



the others; a woman whom I recognized as the other

servant of my childhood, and two more of my people, whom

you call Smith and Brown. Simon had been their master.

Now I was. More, I brought with me freedom from the red

thirst.

So we drank, and passed many nights, while from their

lips I began to learn the history and ways of the people of

the night.

We are an old people, Abner. Long before your race raised

its cities in the hot south, my ancestors swept through the

dark winters of northern Europe, hunting. Our tales say we

came from the Urals, or perhaps the steppes, spreading

west and south through the centuries. We lived in Poland

long before the Poles, prowled German forests before the

coming of the Germanic barbarians, held sway over Russia

before the Tartars, before Novgorod-the-Great. When I say

old, I do not speak of hundreds of years, but of thousands.

Millennia passed in the cold and the darkness. We were

savage, the stories say, cunning naked animals, one with

the night, swift and deadly and free. Long-lived beyond all

other beasts, impossible to kill, the masters and lords of

creation. So our stories go. All that walked on two legs or

four, ran in fear of us. All that lived was but food for us. By

day we slept in caves, packs of us, families. By night we

ruled the earth.

Then, up from the south, your race came into our world.

The day people, so like us and yet so unlike. You were weak.

We killed you easily, and took joy in it, for we found beauty

in you, and always my people had been drawn to beauty.

Perhaps it was your likeness to us we found so captivating.

For centuries you were simply our prey.



But changes came with time. My race was very long-lived,

but few in number. The mating urge is curiously absent in

us, while in you humans it rules as surely as the red thirst

rules us. Simon told me, when I asked him of my mother,

that the males of my race feel desire only when the female

enters heat, and that happens but rarely—most frequently

when male and female have shared a kill together. Even

then, the women are seldom fertile, and for that they are

thankful, for conception usually means death for our

females. I killed my mother, Simon told me, ripping my way

out of her womb, doing such damage inside that even our

recuperative powers were of no avail. So it is most often

when my people enter this world. We begin our lives in

blood and death, even as we live them.

There is a certain balance in that. God, if you believe in

him, or Nature, if not, gives and takes away. We may live for

a thousand years or more. Were we as fertile as you, we

would soon fill this world. Your race breeds and breeds and

breeds, swarming in numbers like flies, but you die like flies

as well, of little wounds and illnesses my kind shrugs off.

It is no wonder we thought little of you at first. But you

bred, and you built cities, and you learned. You had minds,

even as we did, but we had never had cause to use ours, so

strong were we. Your kind brought fire into the world,

armies, bows and spears and clothing, art and writing and

language. Civilization, Abner. And, civilized, you were no

longer prey. You hunted us down, killed us with flame and

stake, came upon our caves by day. Our numbers, never

great, diminished steadily. We fought you and died, or fled

you, but where we went your kind soon followed. Finally we

did as we were forced to do. We learned from you.

Clothing and fire, weapons and language, all of it. We

never had our own, you see. We borrowed yours. We



organized as well, began to think and plan, and finally

melted into you entirely, living in the shadows of the world

your race built, pretending we were your kind, stealing out

by night to slake our thirst on your blood, hiding by day in

fear of you and your vengeance. Such has been the story of

my race, the people of the night, through most of history.

I heard it from Simon’s lips, as he had heard it years

before from those now slain and gone. Simon was the oldest

of the group I had found, claiming almost six hundred years.

I heard other things as well, legends that went beyond our

oral history back to our ultimate origins in the dim dawn of

time itself. Even there I saw the hand of your people, for our

myths were taken from your Christian Bible. Brown, who had

once posed as a preacher, read me passages from Genesis,

about Adam and Eve and their children, Cain and Abel, the

first men, the only men. But when Cain slew Abel, he went

forth in exile and took a wife from the land of Nod. Where

she came from, if the others were the only people in the

world, Genesis did not explain. Brown did, however; Nod

was the land of night and darkness, he said, and that

woman was the mother of our race. From her and Cain are

we descended, and thus it is we who are the children of

Cain, not the black peoples as some of your kind believes.

Cain slew his brother and hid, and so it is that we must kill

our distant cousins and hide ourselves when the sun rises,

since the sun is the face of God. We remain long-lived, as all

men were in the first days described by your Bible, but our

lives are accursed and must be spent in fear and darkness.

So many of my people have believed, I was told. Others held

to different myths, some even accepting the vampire tales

they had heard, and believing themselves to be undying

avatars of evil.



I listened to the stories of ancestors long vanished, of

struggles and persecutions, of our migrations. Smith told me

of a great battle on the desolate shores of the Baltic a

thousand years before, when a few hundred of my race

descended by night on a horde of thousands, so the sun

came up on a field of blood and corpses. I was reminded of

Byron’s “Sennacherib.” Simon spoke of splendid ancient

Byzantium, where many of our race had lived and prospered

for centuries, invisible in that great teeming city until the

crusaders came through, plundering and destroying, putting

many of us to the torch. They bore the cross, those

invaders, and I wondered if perhaps that was the truth

behind the legend that my race fears and abhors that

Christian symbol. From all lips I heard a legend of a city we

had built, a great city of the night, wrought in iron and black

marble in some dark caverns in the heart of Asia, by the

shores of an underground river and a sea never touched by

the sun. Long before Rome or even Ur, our city had been

great, they avowed, in flagrant contradiction to the history

they had told me earlier, of running naked through moonlit

winter forests. According to the myth, we had been expelled

from our city for some crime, had wandered forgetful and

lost for thousands of years. But the city was still there, and

some day a king would be born to our people, a

bloodmaster greater than any who had ever come before,

one who would gather our scattered race together and lead

us back to the city of the night beside its sunless sea.

Abner, of all that I heard and learned, that tale affected

me most greatly. I doubt that any such vast underground

city exists, doubt that it ever existed, but the very telling of

such a story proved to me that my people were not the evil,

empty vampires of legend. We had no art, no literature, not

even a language of our own—but the story showed we had

the capacity to dream, to imagine. We had never built,

never created, only stolen your garments and lived in your



cities and fed ourselves on your life, your vitality, your very

blood—but we could create, given a chance, we had it

within us to whisper stories of cities of our own. The red

thirst has been a curse, has made my race and yours

enemies, has robbed my people of all noble aspirations. The

mark of Cain, indeed.

We have had our great leaders, Abner, bloodmasters real

and imagined in ages past. We have had our Caesars, our

Solomons, our Prester Johns. But we are waiting for our

deliverer, you see, waiting for our Christ.

Huddled in the ruins of that grim castle, listening to the

wind howl outside, Simon and the others drank my liquor

and told me stories and studied me from potent, feverish

eyes, and I realized what they must think. Each of them was

hundreds of years older than I, but I was the stronger, I was

bloodmaster. I brought them an elixir that banished the red

thirst. I seemed almost half-human. Abner, they saw me as

the deliverer of legend, the promised king of the vampires.

And I could not deny it. It was my destiny, I knew then, to

lead my race from darkness.

There are so many things I want to do, Abner, so many

things. Your own people are fearful and superstitious and full

of hate, so my kind must stay hidden for now. I have seen

the way you war on each other, read of Vlad Tepes—who

was not one of us, by the way—of him and Gaius Caligula

and other kings, I have seen your race burn old women

because they were suspected of being one of us, and here

in New Orleans I have witnessed the way you enslave your

own kind, whip them and sell them like animals simply

because of the darkness of their skin. The black people are

closer to you, more kin, than ever my kind can be. You can

even get children on their women, while no such

interbreeding is possible between night and day. No, we



must remain hidden from your people, for our safety. But,

free from the red thirst, I hope in time we can reveal

ourselves to the enlightened among you, men of science

and learning, your leaders. We can help each other so much,

Abner! We can teach you your own histories, and from us

you may learn how to heal yourselves, how to live longer.

For our part, we have only just begun. I have defeated the

red thirst, and with help I dream some day of conquering

the very sun, so we can go abroad by day. Your surgeons

and men of medicine could help our females in childbirth, so

procreation need not mean death.

There is no limit to what my race can create and

accomplish. I realized then, listening to Simon, that I could

make us one of the great peoples of the earth. But first I had

to find my race, before any of it could begin.

The task was not easy. Simon said that in his youth there

had been almost a thousand of us, scattered over Europe

from the Urals to Britain. Legend said some of us had

migrated south to Africa or east to Mongolia and Cathay, but

no one had any proof of such treks. Of the thousand who

had dwelled in Europe, most had died in wars or witch trials,

or had been hunted down when they grew careless. Perhaps

a hundred of us were left, Simon guessed, perhaps fewer.

Births had been few. And those who did survive were

scattered and hidden.

So we began a search that took a decade. I will not bore

you with all the details. In a church in Russia, we found

those books you saw in my cabin, the only literature known

to have come from the hand of one of my race. I deciphered

them in time, and read the melancholy story of a

community of fifty of the people of the blood, their woes and

migrations and battles, their deaths. They were all gone, the

last three crucified and burned centuries before my birth. In



Transylvania we found the burnt-out shell of a mountain

fastness, and in caves beneath, the skeletal remains of two

of my race, rotten wooden stakes protruding from their ribs,

skulls mounted on poles. I learned a good deal from study of

those bones, but we had no living survivors. In Trieste we

found a family that never went out by day, and were

whispered to be strangely pale. Indeed they were. Albinos.

In Buda-Pest we came upon a rich woman, a dreadful sick

woman who whipped her maids and bled them with leeches

and knives, and rubbed the blood into her skin to preserve

her beauty. She was one of you, however. I confess, I killed

her with my own hands, so sick at heart did she make me.

She was under no compulsion from the thirst; only an evil

nature made her do as she did, and that made me furious.

Finally, finding nothing, we returned to my home in

Scotland.

Years passed. The woman in our group, Simon’s

companion and the servant of my childhood, died in 1840,

of causes I was never able to determine. She was less than

five hundred years old. I dissected her, and learned how

very different, how very inhuman, we are. She had at least

three organs I have never seen in human cadavers. I have

only a vague idea of their function. Her heart was half again

the size of a human heart, but her intestines were a mere

fraction of the length, and she had a secondary stomach—I

think solely for the digestion of blood. And more, but that is

of no matter.

I read widely, learned other languages, wrote some

poetry, dabbled in politics. We attended all the best society

gatherings, Simon and I at least. Smith and Brown, as you

call them, never did show much interest in English, and kept

to themselves. Twice Simon and I went to the continent

together on new searches. Once I sent him to India for three

years, alone.



Finally, barely two years ago, we found Katherine, living in

London, right under our noses. She was of our race, of

course. But more important was the story she told.

She said that around 1750, a sizeable group of our people

had been scattered over France and Bavaria and Austria and

even Italy. She mentioned some names; Simon recognized

them. We had searched for these people unsuccessfully for

years. Katherine told us that one of their number had been

tracked and killed by police in Munich in 1753 or so, that the

others had grown very frightened. Their bloodmaster

decided that Europe had become too populated, too

organized for safety. We lived in the cracks and shadows,

and those were fewer and fewer, it seemed. So he had

chartered a ship, and all of them had departed from Lisbon,

bound for the New World, where the savagery and endless

forests and rude colonial conditions promised easy prey and

safety. Why my father and his group had not been included

in the migration she could not say. She was to go with them,

but rains and storms and a broken carriage wheel plagued

her trip to Lisbon, and when she arrived they had departed.

Of course I went at once to Lisbon, and pored through

whatever old shipping records the Portugese had preserved.

In time, I found it. The ship had never returned from its

charter, as I had suspected. At sea for all that time, they

would have had no choice but to feed on the crew, one by

one. The question was, had the ship ever arrived safely in

the New World? I could find no record of it. But I did find the

intended destination; the port of New Orleans. From there,

via the Mississippi, the whole continent would be open to

them.

The rest should be obvious. We came. I felt certain I would

find them. It seemed to me that by having a steamboat I

would enjoy the luxury I have grown accustomed to, and the



mobility and freedom I needed for my search. The river was

full of eccentrics. A few more would not be noticed. And if

tales of our fabulous boat and the strange captain who only

came out by night spread up and down the river, so much

the better. The tales might come to the right ears, and they

would come to me as Simon did so many years ago. So I

made inquiries, and we met one night in St. Louis.

You know the rest, I think, or can guess it. Let me say one

other thing, however. In New Albany, when you showed our

steamer to me, I did not feign my satisfaction. The Fevre

Dream is beautiful, Abner, and that was as it should be. For

the first time, a thing of beauty is come into the world

because of us. It is a new beginning. The name frightened

me a bit—fever has been another word for the red thirst

among my people. But Simon pointed out that such a name

would likely intrigue any of our race who might hear it.

There is my story, almost all of it. The truth, which you

insisted on. You have been honest with me, in your way, and

I believe you when you say you are not superstitious. If my

dreams are to come true, there must come a time when day

and night clasp hands across the twilight of fear that lies

between us. There must come a time for risk. Let it be now,

with you. My dream and yours, our steamer, the future of

my people and your own, vampires and cattle—I give them

all over to your judgment, Abner. What will it be? Trust or

fear? Blood or good wine? Friends or enemies?



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

New Orleans, 

August 1857

In the heavy silence that followed Joshua’s story, Abner

Marsh could hear his own steady breathing and the thump

of his heart laboring in his chest. Joshua had been talking for

hours, it seemed, but in the black stillness of the cabin there

was no way to be sure. Outside it might be getting light.

Toby would be cooking breakfast, the cabin passengers

would be taking their morning strolls along the promenade

on the boiler deck, the levee would be bustling with activity.

But inside Joshua York’s cabin, night went on and on,

forever.

The words of that damned poem came back to him, and

Abner Marsh heard himself say, “Morn came and went—and

came, and brought no day.”

“Darkness,” said Joshua, softly.

“And you’ve lived in it your whole damn life,” Marsh said.

“No morning, not ever. God, Joshua, how d’you stand it?”

York made no reply.



“It ain’t sensible,” Marsh said. “It’s the goddamndest story

I ever sat still for. But damned if I don’t believe you.”

“I’d hoped you would,” said York. “And now, Abner?”

That was the hard part, Abner Marsh thought. “I don’t

know,” he said honestly. “All them people you say you killed,

and still I kind of feel sorry for you. Don’t know if I ought to.

Maybe I ought to try to kill you, maybe that’s the only damn

Christian thing to do. Maybe I ought to try to help you.” He

snorted, annoyed at the dilemma. “I guess what I ought to

do is hear you out a little more, and wait before I make up

my mind. Cause you left somethin’ out, Joshua. That you

did.”

“Yes?” York prompted.

“New Madrid,” said Abner Marsh firmly.

“The blood on my hands,” Joshua said. “What can I tell

you, Abner? I took a life in New Madrid. But it was not as you

might suspect.”

“Tell me how it was, then. Go on.”

“Simon told me many things of the history of our people;

our secrets, our customs, our ways. One thing he said I

found greatly disturbing, Abner. This world that your people

have built is a daylight world, not easy for us to live in.

Sometimes, to make it easier, one of us will turn to one of

you. We can use the power that dwells within our eyes and

our voice. We can use our strength, our vitality, the promise

of life unending. We can use the very legends your people

have erected around us, for our own purposes. With lies and

fear and promises, we can fashion for ourselves a human

thrall. Such a creature can be very useful. He can protect us



by day, go where we cannot go, move among men without

suspicion.

“In New Madrid there had been a killing. At the very

woodyard where we stopped. From what I read in the

newspapers, I had great hopes of finding one of my own

race. Instead I found—call him what you will. A slave, a pet,

an associate. A thrall. He was an old, old man. A mulatto,

bald and wrinkled and hideous, with a milk-glass eye and a

face terribly scarred by some ancient fire. He was not

pleasing to look at, and inside—inside he was foul. Corrupt.

When I came upon him, he leapt up, brandishing an axe.

And then he looked at my eyes. He recognized me, Abner.

He knew what I was at once. And he fell to his knees, crying

and blubbering, worshipping me, groveling as a dog to a

man, begging me to fulfill the promise. ‘The promise,’ he

kept saying, ‘the promise, the promise.’

“Finally I bid him stop, and he did. At once. Cringing away

in fear. He had been taught to heed a bloodmaster’s words,

you see. I asked him to tell me the story of his life, hoping

he might lead me to my own people.

“His story was grim as my own. He was born a free man of

color in a place called the Swamp, which I gather is a

notorious district of New Orleans. He lived as a pimp, a

cutpurse, finally a cutthroat, preying on the flatboatmen

who came down to the city. He’d killed two men before he

was ten. Later he served under Vincent Gambi, the bloodiest

of the pirates of Barataria. He was overseer to the slaves

Gambi stole from Spanish slavers and resold in New

Orleans. He was a voodoo man as well. And he had served

us.

“He told me of his bloodmaster, the man who took him in

thrall, who laughed at his voodoo and promised to teach



him greater, darker magic. Serve me, the bloodmaster had

promised, and I will make you one of us. Your scars will heal,

your eye will see again, you will drink blood and live forever,

never aging. So the mulatto had served. For almost thirty

years he did everything he was bid. He lived for the

promise. He killed for the promise, was taught to eat warm

flesh, to drink blood.

“Until finally his master saw a better opportunity. The

mulatto, old and sickly now, became a hindrance. His

usefulness passed, so he was discarded. It might have been

merciful to kill him, but instead he was sent away, upriver,

to fend for himself. A thrall does not go against his

bloodmaster, even if he knows the promise made him to be

a lie. So the old mulatto had wandered on foot, living by

robbery and murder, moving up the river slowly. Sometimes

he earned honest money as a slave catcher or laborer, but

mostly he kept to himself in the woods, a recluse who lived

by night. When he dared, he ate the flesh and drank the

blood of his victims, still believing it would help restore his

youth and health. He had been living around New Madrid for

a year, he told me. He used to chop some wood for the

woodyard man, who was too old and feeble to do it himself.

He knew how seldom anyone visited that woodyard. So . . .

well, you know the rest.

“Abner, your people can learn much from mine. But not

the things that he had learned. Not that. I felt pity for him.

He was old and hideous and without hope. Yet I was angry

as well, as angry as I had been in Buda-Pest with the rich

woman who liked to wash in blood. In the legends of your

race, my people have been made the very essence of evil.

The vampire has no soul, no nobility, no hope of

redemption, it is said. I will not accept that, Abner. I have

killed countless times, have done many terrible things, but I

am not evil. I did not choose to be the way I was. Without



choice, there can be no good nor evil. My people have never

had that choice. The red thirst has ruled us, condemned us,

robbed us of all we might have been. But your people,

Abner—they have no such compulsion. That thing I

encountered in the forest beyond New Madrid, he had never

felt the red thirst, he could have been anything, done

anything. Instead he had chosen to become what he was.

Oh, to be sure, one of my own race shares the guilt—the

man who lied to him, promised him things that could never

be. Yet I can understand the reason for that, much as I

might loathe it. An ally among your people can make all the

difference. All of us know fear, Abner, my race and yours

alike.

“What I cannot understand is why one of you would lust so

after a life in darkness, would desire the red thirst. Yet he

did desire it, with a great passion. He begged me not to

leave him, as the other bloodmaster had done. I could not

give him what he wanted. I would not, even if it had been

possible. I gave him what I could.”

“You tore his damn throat out for him, didn’t you?” Abner

Marsh said to the darkness.

“I told you,” Valerie said. Marsh had almost forgotten she

was there, quiet as she’d been. “He doesn’t understand.

Listen to him.”

“I killed him,” Joshua admitted, “with my bare hands. Yes.

His blood ran off my fingers, soaked into the earth. But it did

not touch my lips, Abner. And I buried him intact.”

Another great silence filled the cabin while Abner Marsh

pulled at his beard, and thought. “Choice, you said,” he

volunteered finally. “That’s the difference between good and



evil, you said. Now it looks like I’m the one got to make a

choice.”

“We all make our choices, Abner. Every day.”

“Maybe that’s so,” said Marsh. “I don’t much care for this

one, though. You say you want my help, Joshua. Let’s say I

give it. How’s that goin’ to make me any different from that

damned old mulatto you killed, answer me that!”

“I would never make you into—something like that,”

Joshua said. “I have never tried. Abner, I will live for

centuries after you are dead and gone. Have I ever tried to

tempt you with that?”

“You tempted me with a goddamn steamboat instead,”

Marsh replied. “And you sure as hell told me a pack of lies.”

“Even my lies have held a kind of truth, Abner. I told you I

sought out vampires to put an end to their evil. Can’t you

see the truth in that? I need your help, Abner, but as a

partner, not as a bloodmaster needs a human thrall.”

Abner Marsh considered that. “All right,” he said. “Maybe I

believe you. Maybe I should trust you. But if you want me

for a partner, you’re goin’ to have to trust me, too.”

“I’ve taken you into my confidence. Isn’t that enough?”

“Hell, no,” said Abner Marsh. “Yeah, you told me the truth,

and now you’re waitin’ for an answer. Only if I give the

wrong answer, I don’t get to leave this cabin alive, do I? Your

lady friend there will see to that even if you don’t.”

“Very perceptive, Captain Marsh,” Valerie said from the

darkness. “I bear you no malice, but Joshua must not be

harmed.”



Marsh snorted. “See what I mean? That ain’t trust. We

ain’t partners on this steamer no more. Things are too

goddamned uneven. You can kill me any damn time you

want. I got to behave myself or else I’m dead. The way I see

it, that makes me a slave, not no partner. I’m alone, too. You

got all your damn blood-drinkin’ friends aboard to help you

out if there’s trouble. God knows what you’re plannin’, you

sure don’t tell me. But I can’t talk to nobody, you say. Hell,

Joshua, maybe you ought to kill me right now. I don’t think I

like this here kind of partnership.”

Joshua York considered that in silence for a time. Then he

said, “Very well. I see your point. What would you have me

do to demonstrate my trust?”

“For a start,” said Marsh, “supposin’ I wanted to kill you.

How would I go about it?”

“No!” Valerie cried in alarm. Marsh heard her footsteps as

she moved toward Joshua. “You can’t tell him that. You don’t

know what he’s planning, Joshua. Why would he ask that if

he didn’t intend to—”

“To make us even,” Joshua said softly. “I understand him,

Valerie, and it is a risk we must take.” She started to plead

again, but Joshua hushed her and said to Marsh, “Fire will do

it. Drowning. With a gun, aim for the head. Our brains are

vulnerable. A shot through the skull would kill me, while a

shot to the heart would only knock me down until I healed.

The legends are accurate in one respect. If you cut off our

heads and hammer a stake through our hearts, we die.” He

gave a raspy chuckle. “One of your kind would do the same,

I think. The sun can be deadly as well, as you have seen.

The rest, the silver and garlic, that is all nonsense.”



Abner Marsh let out his breath noisily, scarcely aware he’d

been holding it. “Boil me for an egg,” he said.

“Satisfied?” York asked.

“Almost,” Marsh said. “One more thing.”

A match scratched against leather, and suddenly a little

dancing flame burned in York’s cupped palm. He touched it

to an oil lamp so the flame crept across to the wick, and a

dusky yellow illumination filled the cabin. “There,” Joshua

said, extinguishing the match with a wave of his hand.

“Better, Abner? More even? Partnership demands a little

light, don’t you think? So we can look each other in the

eye.”

Abner Marsh found he was blinking back tears; after so

long in darkness, even a little light seemed terribly bright.

But the room looked larger now, the terror and the

suffocating closeness of it melted away. Joshua York was

regarding Marsh calmly. His face was covered with husks of

dry, dead skin. When he smiled, one crackled and flaked

away. His lips were still puffy and he looked as though he

had two black eyes, but the burns and blisters were all but

gone. The change was astonishing. “What is this other

thing, then, Abner?”

Marsh took York at his word and looked him straight in the

eye. “I ain’t goin’ to go this alone,” he said. “I’m goin’ to tell

. . .”

“No,” Valerie said, from where she stood by Joshua’s side.

“One is bad enough, we can’t let him spread this. They’ll kill

us.”

“Hell, woman, I wasn’t figurin’ on putting’ no

advertisement in the True Delta, you know.”



Joshua steepled his fingers and regarded Marsh

thoughtfully. “Just what were you figuring then, Abner?”

“One or two people,” Marsh said. “I ain’t the only one

who’s been suspicious, you know. And it could be you’ll

need more help than I can give you. I’ll only talk to them I

know I can trust. Hairy Mike, for one. And Mister Jeffers, he’s

damn smart and he’s already been wonderin’ over you. The

rest don’t need to know. Mister Albright is a mite too prim

and godly to hear all this, and if you told Mister Framm it’d

be all over the river inside of a week. The whole damn texas

could burn off without Whitey Blake noticin’, so long as his

engines weren’t bothered none. But Jeffers and Hairy Mike,

they ought to know. They’re good men, and you may need

’em.”

“Need them?” Joshua said. “How is that, Abner?”

“What if one of your folks don’t fancy that drink of yours?”

Joshua York’s genial smile vanished abruptly. He stood up,

walked across the cabin, and poured himself a drink:

whiskey, neat. When he turned back he was still frowning.

“Perhaps,” he said. “I need to think on this. If they can truly

be trusted . . . I have certain misgivings about the trip down

the bayou.”

For once, Valerie did not utter the expected protest. Marsh

glanced at her, and saw that her lips were pressed tightly

together, and in her eyes was something that might just

have been the beginnings of fear. “What’s wrong?” Marsh

said. “Both of you look . . . queer.”

Valerie’s head snapped up. “Him,” she said. “I asked you

to turn back upriver. I would ask it again, if I thought either

of you might listen. He is down there at Cypress Landing.”



“Who?” Marsh asked, baffled.

“A bloodmaster,” Joshua said. “Abner, understand that all

my kind do not think as I do. Even among my own followers,

well, Simon is loyal, Smith and Brown are passive, but

Katherine—from the very beginning, I have felt the

resentment in her. I think there is a darkness at the center

of her, something that prefers the old ways, that grieves for

the ship she missed and chafes under my domination. She

obeys because she must. I am bloodmaster. But she does

not like it. And the others, those we have taken aboard on

the river—I am not sure of them. Except for Valerie and Jean

Ardant, I trust none of them fully. Remember your warnings

to me about Raymond Ortega? I share your misgivings

about him. Valerie means nothing to him, so you were

wrong in thinking jealousy a motive, yet otherwise right. To

bring Raymond aboard at Natchez, I had to conquer him, as

I conquered Simon so long ago in the Carpathians. With

Cara de Gruy and Vincent Thibaut, there were other

struggles. Now they follow me, because they must. It is the

way of my people. Yet I wonder if some of them, at least, are

not waiting. Waiting to see what will happen when the Fevre

Dream steams down the bayou, and I come face to face

with he who was master of them all.

“Valerie has told me much of him. He is old, Abner. Older

than Simon or Katherine, older than any of us. His age itself

disturbs me. Now he calls himself Damon Julian, but before

that name he was Giles Lamont, the same Giles Lamont

whom that wretched mulatto served for thirty futile years. I

am told he has another human thrall now—”

“Sour Billy Tipton,” Valerie said with loathing.

“Valerie is afraid of this Julian,” Joshua York said. “The

others also speak of him with fear, but sometimes with a



certain loyalty as well. As bloodmaster, he took care of

them. He gave them sanctuary, wealth, and feasts. They

feasted on slaves. No wonder he chose to settle where he

did.”

Valerie shook her head. “Leave him, Joshua. Please. For

me, if for no other reason. Damon will not welcome your

coming, will not cherish the freedom you bring.”

Joshua scowled in annoyance. “He still has others of our

people with him. Would you have me abandon them as well?

No. And you may be wrong about Julian. He has been in the

grip of the red thirst for uncounted centuries, and I can

soothe that fever.”

Valerie crossed her arms, her violet eyes furious. “And if

he will not be soothed? You do not know him, Joshua.”

“He is educated, intelligent, cultured, a lover of beauty,”

York said stubbornly. “You said as much.”

“He is strong as well.”

“As with Simon, and Raymond, and Cara. They follow me

now.”

“Damon is different,” Valerie insisted. “It is not the same!”

Joshua York made an impatient gesture. “It makes no

difference. I will control him.”

Abner Marsh had watched them argue in thoughtful

silence, but now he spoke up. “Joshua’s right,” he said to

Valerie. “Hell, I looked in his eyes once or twice myself, and

he nearly busted every bone in my hand the first time we

shook. Besides, what was it you called him? A king?”



“Yes,” Valerie admitted. “The pale king.”

“Well, if he’s this pale king of yours, it stands to reason

that he’s got to win, don’t it?”

Valerie glanced from Marsh to York and back again. Then

she trembled. “You haven’t seen him, either of you.” She

hesitated a moment, tossed her dark hair back with a pale

slender hand, and faced Abner Marsh squarely. “Perhaps I

was wrong about you, Captain Marsh. I do not have Joshua’s

strength, nor his trust. I have been ruled by the red thirst for

half a century. Your people were my prey. You cannot

befriend your prey. You cannot. You cannot trust them either.

That was why I urged Joshua to kill you. You cannot just cast

aside the cautions of a lifetime. Do you understand?”

Abner Marsh nodded warily.

“I am still uncertain,” Valerie continued, “but Joshua has

been showing us many new things, and I am willing to admit

that perhaps you can be trusted. Perhaps.” She scowled

fiercely. “But whether or not I was wrong about you, I am

right about Damon Julian!”

Abner Marsh frowned, not knowing what to say. Joshua

reached out and took Valerie’s hand in his own. “I think you

are wrong to be so fearful,” he said. “But for your sake, I will

move with all caution. Abner, do as you wish, tell Mister

Jeffers and Mister Dunne. It will be good to have their help if

Valerie is right. Choose the men for a special watch, and let

the rest ashore. When the Fevre Dream steams up the

bayou, I want her manned only by our best and most

reliable, the bare minimum needed to run her. No religious

fanatics, no one who is easily frightened, no one prone to

rashness.”

“Hairy Mike and I will do the pickin’,” Marsh said.



“I will meet Julian on my own steamer, in my own time,

with you and the best of your men behind me. Be careful

how you tell Jeffers and Dunne. It must be done correctly.”

He looked at Valerie. “Satisfied?”

“No,” she said.

Joshua smiled. “I can do no more.” He looked back at

Abner Marsh. “Abner, I am glad you are not my enemy. I am

close now, my dreams at hand. In beating the red thirst, I

had my first great triumph. I would like to think that here,

tonight, you and I have fashioned a second, the beginning of

friendship and trust between our races. The Fevre Dream

will steam on the razor edge between night and day,

banishing the specter of old fear wherever she goes. We will

achieve great things together, friend.”

Marsh didn’t care overmuch for flowery talk, but Joshua’s

passion reached him nonetheless and he gave a grudging

smile. “Got a lot of work to do before we achieve any

goddamned thing at all,” Marsh said, gathering up his

walking stick and getting to his feet. “I’ll be goin’, then.”

“Fine,” Joshua said, smiling. “I will take my rest, and see

you once again at twilight. Make certain the boat is ready to

depart. We’ll get this done with as quickly as we can.”

“I’ll have our steam up,” Marsh said as he took his leave.

Outside, day had come.

It looked to be about nine, Abner Marsh thought as he

stood blinking outside the captain’s cabin, after Joshua had

locked the door behind him. The morning was dismal; hot

and muggy, with a heavy gray overcast that hid the sun.

Soot and smoke from steamers on the river hung in the air.

There’s going to be a storm, Abner Marsh thought, and the



prospect was one he found disheartening. He was suddenly

aware of how little sleep he’d gotten, and felt inutterably

tired, but there was so much to do that he dared not even

consider a nap.

He descended to the main saloon, figuring that breakfast

would give him some spirit. He drank a gallon of hot black

coffee while Toby cooked him up some boiled beefcakes and

waffles, with blueberries on the side. As he was eating,

Jonathon Jeffers entered the saloon, saw him, and came

striding over to the table.

“Sit down and eat somethin’,” Marsh said. “Want to have

a long talk with you, Mister Jeffers. Not here, though. Better

wait till I’m through and then go to my cabin.”

“Fine,” Jeffers replied, in a distracted sort of way. “Cap’n,

where have you been? I’ve been looking for you for hours.

You weren’t in your cabin.”

“Joshua and I were chattin’,” Marsh said. “What . . . ?”

“There’s a man here to see you,” Jeffers said. “He came

aboard in the middle of the night. He’s very insistent.”

“Don’t like to be kept around waitin’, like I’m some no-

count trash,” the stranger said. Marsh hadn’t even seen the

man enter. Without so much as a by-your-leave, the man

pulled out a chair and sat down. He was an ugly, haggard-

looking cuss, his long face cratered by the pox. Thin, limp

brown hair hung down in strands across his forehead. His

complexion was unhealthy, and patches of hair and skin

were covered by scaly white flakes, like he’d been in his own

private snowfall. Yet he wore an expensive black broadcloth

suit, and a ruffled white shirtfront, and a cameo ring.



Abner Marsh didn’t care for his looks, his tone, the flat

press of his lips, his ice-colored eyes. “Who the hell are

you?” he said gruffly. “You better have a damn good reason

for botherin’ me at breakfast, or I’ll have you chucked over

the damn side.” Just saying so made Marsh feel somewhat

better. He’d always figured there was no use being a

steamboat captain if you couldn’t tell somebody to go to

hell once in a while.

The stranger’s sour expression changed not a flicker, but

he fixed his icy eyes on Marsh with a kind of smirking

malice. “I’m goin’ to be takin’ passage on this fancy raft of

yours.”

“The hell you are,” Marsh said.

“Shall I call Hairy Mike to deal with this ruffian?” Jeffers

offered coolly.

The man looked at the clerk with brief contempt. His eyes

moved back to Marsh. “Cap’n Marsh, I come last night to

bring you an invite, for you and your partner. Figured one o’

you, at least, be out and about by night. Well, it’s day now,

so it’ll have to be tonight instead. Dinner at the St. Louis,

along about an hour past sunset, you and Cap’n York.”

“I don’t know you and I don’t care for you,” Marsh said. “I

sure ain’t goin’ to have dinner with you. Besides, the Fevre

Dream is steamin’ out tonight.”

“I know. Know where, too.”

Marsh frowned. “What are you sayin’?”

“You don’t know niggers, I can tell. Nigger hears

somethin’, before long ever’ nigger in the city knows it. And

me, I lissen good. You don’t want to take this big ol’ steamer



of yours up the bayou to where you’re fixin’ to go. You’ll

ground yourself for sure, maybe rip out your bottom. I can

save you all the trouble. Y’see, the man you lookin’ for is

right here waitin’ for you. So, when dark comes, you go tell

that to your master, you hear? You tell him that Damon

Julian is waiting for him at the St. Louis Hotel. Mister Julian is

right eager to make his acquaintance.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

New Orleans,

August 1857

Sour Billy Tipton returned to the St. Louis Hotel that evening

more than a little fearful. Julian would not like the message

he carried from the Fevre Dream, and Julian was dangerous

and unpredictable when displeased.

In the darkened parlor of their lavish suite, only a single

small candle had been lighted. Its flame was reflected in

Julian’s black eyes as he sat in the deep velvet chair near

the window, sipping a sazerac. The room was full of silence.

Sour Billy felt the weight of the stares upon him. The latch

made a small, deadly snick when the door shut behind him.

“Yes, Billy?” said Damon Julian, softly.

“They won’t come, Mister Julian,” Sour Billy said, a little

too quickly, a little too breathlessly. In the dim light he could

not see Julian’s reaction. “He says you got to come to him.”

“He says,” repeated Julian. “Who is he, Billy?”

“Him,” said Sour Billy. “The . . . the other bloodmaster.

Joshua York, he calls hisself. The one that Raymond wrote

you about. The other cap’n, Marsh, the fat one with the



warts and the whiskers, he wouldn’t come neither. Damned

rude, too. But I waited for dark, waited for the bloodmaster

to get up. Finally they took me to ’im.” Sour Billy still felt

cold, remembering the way that York’s gray, gray eyes had

touched his own, and found him wanting. There had been

such bitter contempt there that Billy had wrenched his gaze

away at once.

“Tell us, Billy,” said Damon Julian, “what is he like, this

other? This Joshua York. This bloodmaster.”

“He’s . . .” Billy began, fumbling for words, “he’s . . .

white, I mean, his skin and all is real pale, and his hair ain’t

got no color in it. He even wore a white suit, like some kind

of ha’nt. And silver, he wore lots of silver. The way he moves

. . . like one of them damn Creoles, Mister Julian, high and

lordly. He’s . . . he’s like you, Mister Julian. His eyes . . .”

“Pale and strong,” murmured Cynthia from the far corner

of the room. “And with a wine that conquers the red thirst. Is

he the one, Damon? He must be. It must be true. Valerie

always believed the stories, and I mocked her for it, but it

must be so. He will bring us all together, lead us back to the

lost city, the dark city. Our kingdom, our own. It is true, isn’t

it? He is bloodmaster of bloodmasters, the king we have

waited for.” She looked at Damon Julian for an answer.

Damon Julian tasted his sazerac and smiled a sly, feline

smile. “A king,” he mused. “And what did this king say to

you, Billy? Tell us.”

“He said to come to the steamer, all of you. Tomorrow,

after dark. For dinner, he said. Him and Marsh, they won’t

come here, not like you wanted, alone. Marsh, he said that if

they come to you it’s goin’ to be with others.”

“The king is strangely timid,” Julian commented.



“Kill him!” Sour Billy blurted suddenly. “Go to that damn

boat and kill him, kill ’em all. He’s wrong, Mister Julian. His

eyes, like some damn Creole, the way he looked at me. Like

I was a bug, a no-count, even though I come from you. He

thinks he’s better’n you, and them others, that warty cap’n

and this damn clerk, all dandied up, let me cut him, bleed

him some all over them fine clothes of his, you got to go kill

him, you got to.”

The room was silent after Sour Billy’s outburst. Julian

stared out the window, off into the night. The windows had

been thrown wide, so the curtains stirred lazily in the night

air and street noises drifted up from below. Julian’s eyes

were dark, hooded, fixed on distant lights.

When at last he turned his head, his pupils caught the

gleam of the single candle flame again, and held it within,

red and flickering. His face took on a lean, feral cast. “The

drink, Billy,” he prompted.

“He makes ’em all drink it,” Sour Billy said. He leaned

back against the door and pulled out his knife. It made him

feel better to have it in hand. He began scraping crud out

from under his nails as he spoke. “It ain’t just blood, Cara

said. Something else in it. It kills the thirst, they all say that.

I went all over that boat, talked to Raymond and Jean and

Jorge, a couple others. They told me. Jean kept ravin’ about

this drink, about what a relief it was, if you can believe

that.”

“Jean,” said Julian with disdain.

“It is true, then,” Cynthia said. “He is greater than the

thirst.”

“There’s more,” Sour Billy added. “Raymond says York has

taken up with Valerie.”



The stillness in the parlor was full of tension. Kurt frowned.

Michelle averted her eyes. Cynthia sipped at her drink. All of

them knew that Valerie, beautiful Valerie, had been Julian’s

special pet; all of them watched him carefully. Julian seemed

pensive. “Valerie?” he said. “I see.” Long, pale fingers

tapped on the arm of his chair.

Sour Billy Tipton picked at his teeth with the point of his

knife, pleased. He’d figured that bit about Valerie would

settle it. Damon Julian had had plans for Valerie, and Julian

did not like his plans disturbed. He’d told Billy all about it,

with an air of sly amusement, when Billy had asked him why

he’d gone and sent her away. “Raymond is young and

strong, and he can hold her,” Julian had said. “They will be

alone, the two of them, alone with each other and the thirst.

Such a romantic vision, don’t you think? And in a year, or

two, or five, Valerie will be with child. I would almost bet on

it, Billy.” And then he had laughed that deep musical laugh

of his. But he was not laughing now.

“What will we do, Damon?” Kurt asked. “Are we going?”

“Why, of course,” Julian said. “We could hardly refuse such

a kind invitation, and from a king at that. Don’t you want to

taste this wine of his?” He looked at each of them in turn,

and none of them dared speak. “Ah,” said Julian, “where is

your enthusiasm? Jean recommends this vintage to us, and

Valerie as well, no doubt. A wine sweeter than blood, thick

with the stuff of life. Think of the peace it will bring us.” He

smiled. No one spoke. He waited. When the quiet had gone

on a long while, Julian shrugged and said, “Well, then, I hope

the king will not think less of us if we prefer other drinks.”

“He makes the rest of ’em drink it,” Sour Billy said.

“Whether they want to or not.”



“Damon,” Cynthia said, “will you . . . refuse him? You

can’t. We must go to him. We must do as he bids us. We

must.”

Julian turned his head slowly to look at her. “Do you really

think so?” he asked, smiling thinly.

“Yes,” Cynthia whispered. “We must. He is bloodmaster.”

She averted her eyes.

“Cynthia,” said Damon Julian, “look at me.”

Slowly, with infinite reluctance, she raised her head again,

until her gaze met Julian’s. “No,” she whimpered. “Please.

Oh, please.”

Damon Julian said nothing. Cynthia did not look away. She

slipped from her chair, knelt on the carpet, trembling. A

bracelet of spun gold and amethysts shone on her small

wrist. She pushed it aside, and her lips parted slowly, as if

she were about to speak, and then she raised her hand and

touched mouth to wrist. The blood began to flow.

Julian waited until she had crawled across the carpet, her

arm extended in offering. With grave courtesy he took her

hand in his, and drank long and deeply. When he was done

Cynthia got to her feet unsteadily, slipped back to one knee,

and rose again, shaking. “Bloodmaster,” she said, head

bowed. “Bloodmaster.”

Damon Julian’s lips were red and wet, and a tiny bead of

blood had trickled down one corner of his mouth. Julian took

a handkerchief from his pocket, carefully blotted the thin

line of moisture from his chin, and tucked it neatly away. “Is

it a large steamer, Billy?” he asked.



Sour Billy sheathed his knife behind him with a practiced,

easy motion, smiling. The wound on Cynthia’s wrist, the

blood on Julian’s chin, it all left him hot, excited. Julian would

show those damn steamboat people, he thought. “Big as

any steamboat I ever seen,” he answered, “and fancy too.

Silver and mirrors and marble, lots of stained glass and

carpet. You’ll like her, Mister Julian.”

“A steamboat,” mused Damon Julian. “Why did I never

think of the river, I wonder? The advantages are so

obvious.”

“Then we are going?” said Kurt.

“Yes,” said Julian. “Oh yes. Why, the bloodmaster has

summoned us. The king.” He laughed, throwing back his

head, roaring. “The king!” he cried between gusts of

laughter. “The king!” One by one the others began to laugh

with him.

Julian rose abruptly, like a jackknife unfolding, his face

gone solemn again, and the uproar quieted as suddenly as it

had begun. He stared out into the darkness beyond the

hotel. “We must bring a gift,” he said. “One does not call

upon royalty without a gift.” He turned to Sour Billy.

“Tomorrow you will go down to Moreau Street, Billy. There is

something I wish you to get for me. A little gift, for our pale

king.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

New Orleans, 

August 1857

It seemed as though half the steamers in New Orleans had

decided to leave that afternoon, Abner Marsh thought as he

stood upon the hurricane deck and watched them all depart.

The custom was for boats going upriver to make their

departure from the levee about five o’clock. At three the

engineers would fire the furnaces and start to get the steam

up. Rosin and pitch-pine would get chucked into the

steamers’ hungry maws, along with wood and coal, and

from one boat after another the black smoke would start to

rise, ascending from the lofty flowered chimneys in tall hot

columns, dark pennants of farewell. Four miles of

steamboats packed solid along the levee can generate a lot

of smoke. The sooty columns would start to blend together

into one massive black cloud a couple hundred feet above

the river; a cloud shot through with ash, full of hot bright

cinders, adrift on the wind. Larger and larger the cloud

would swell as still more steamers fired up and poured out

smoke, until the pall blotted out the sun and began to creep

across the face of the city.



From Abner Marsh’s vantage point on the hurricane deck,

it looked as though the whole city of New Orleans was going

up in flames, and all the steamers were about to flee. It

made him feel uneasy, as if somehow the other captains

knew something he did not, as if the Fevre Dream, too,

ought to be getting up her steam and making ready to back

out. Marsh was anxious to be off. For all the wealth and

glamour of the New Orleans trade, he yearned for the rivers

he knew: for the upper Mississippi with its bluffs and dense

woods, for the wild muddy Missouri that ate steamers like

nobody’s business, for the narrow Illinois and the silty,

bustling Fevre. The Fevre Dream’s maiden voyage down the

Ohio seemed almost idyllic to him now, a remembrance of

simpler, better days. Not even two months gone, it seemed

an eternity ago. Ever since they’d left St. Louis and come

downriver, things had been going wrong, and the farther

south they’d come the worse they’d gotten. “Joshua is

right,” Marsh muttered to himself as he looked out over New

Orleans. “There’s something rotten here.” It was too damn

hot, too damn wet, with too damn many bugs, enough to

make a man think there was a curse on the whole damn

place. And maybe there was, on account of the slavery,

though Marsh wasn’t sure about that. All he was sure of was

that he wanted to tell Whitey to fire up the boilers, and roust

Framm or Albright up to the pilot house, so he could back

the Fevre Dream clear of the landing and get her upriver.

Now. Before sunset. Before they arrived.

Abner Marsh wanted to shout those orders so bad he

could taste the words, lying bitter and unspoken on his

tongue. He felt a kind of superstitious dread about this

evening, though he told himself over and over that he was

not a superstitious man. Still, he wasn’t blind either—the sky

was hot and suffocating, and west of them a storm was

building, a big one, a ripper, the storm that Dan Albright had

smelled a couple days back. And the steamers were leaving,



one after another, dozens of them, and as Marsh watched

them recede upriver and vanish in the shimmering waves of

heat, he felt more and more alone, as if each steamboat

that faded into the distance carried a small bit of him

aboard her, a piece of courage, a hunk of his certainty, a

dream or a small, sooty hope. Lots of steamers left New

Orleans every day, Marsh thought to himself, and today is

no different, it’s just a day like any other day on the river in

August: hot and smoky and lazy, everyone moving slow,

waiting, maybe for a breath of cool air or for the clean, fresh

rain that would wash the smoke from the sky.

But another part of him, an older and deeper part, knew

that what they waited for was neither cool nor clean, and it

would bring no relief from the heat, the dampness, the

bugs, the fear.

Down below, Hairy Mike was roaring at his roustabouts,

and making threatening gestures with his black iron billet,

but the noises from the landing and the bells and whistles of

the other steamers drowned out his words. A mountain of

cargo waited on the levee, almost a thousand tons, the

Fevre Dream’s top capacity. Hardly a quarter of it had been

carried across the narrow planks to the main deck. It would

take hours to get the rest aboard. Even if he wanted to,

Marsh could not take them out, not with all that freight a-

waiting on the landing. Hairy Mike and Jeffers and the rest

would think he’d gone mad.

He wished he’d been able to tell them, like he’d intended

to, to make plans with them. But there wasn’t time.

Everything had begun to move so quickly, and tonight after

dark this Damon Julian would come aboard the Fevre Dream

to dine. There was no time to talk to Hairy Mike or Jonathon

Jeffers, no time to explain or persuade or deal with the

doubts and questions they’d surely have. So tonight Abner



Marsh would be alone, or almost alone, just him and Joshua

in a room full of them, the night folks. Marsh did not count

Joshua York with the others. He was different, somehow. And

Joshua said that everything would go well, Joshua had his

drink, Joshua was full of fine sounding words and dreams.

But Abner Marsh had his misgivings.

The Fevre Dream was quiet, almost deserted. Joshua had

sent almost everyone ashore; the dinner tonight would be

as private as he could make it. That wasn’t the way Abner

Marsh would have liked it, but there was no arguing with

Joshua when he got a notion in his head. In the main cabin,

the table was already set. The lamps had not been lighted

yet, and the smoke and steam and building storm outside

had all conspired to make the illumination that poured

through the skylights dim and somber and tired. It seemed

to Marsh as if twilight had already come to the saloon, and

to his steamer. The carpets looked almost black, the mirrors

were full of shadows. Behind the long black marble bar, a

man was cleaning glasses, but even he was indistinct

somehow, faded. Marsh nodded to him nonetheless, and

made his way to the kitchen, aft of the wheelhouse. Behind

the kitchen doors he found activity; a couple of Toby’s

kitchen boys were stirring big copper pots or pan-frying

chicken, while the waiters lounged around and joked with

each other. Marsh could smell pies baking in the huge

ovens. It made his mouth water, but he pushed past,

resolute. He found Toby in the starboard galley, surrounded

on all sides by stacks of cages full of chickens and pigeons

and here and there some robins and ducks and such. The

birds were making a terrible racket. Toby looked up when

Marsh entered. The cook had been killing chickens. Three

headless birds were piled up by his elbows, and a fourth was

on the block in front of him, struggling fitfully. Toby had the

cleaver in hand. “Why, Cap’n Marsh,” he said, smiling. He

brought the cleaver down smartly, with a solid thunk. Blood



spurted, and the headless chicken thrashed crazily when

Toby released it. His hard black hands were drenched with

blood. He wiped them on his apron. “What kin I do fer you?”

he asked.

“I just wanted to tell you, tonight, when dinner’s done, I

want you off the boat,” Marsh said. “You serve us up good

and proper, and then you get. And take your kitchen boys

and them waiters with you. You understand, do you? You

hear what I’m sayin’?”

“I surely do, Cap’n,” Toby said with a grin. “I surely do.

Goin’ to have a lil’ party, is you?”

“Never you mind about that,” Marsh said. “Just see that

you get ashore when you’re done workin’.” He turned to go,

stern-faced. But something made him turn back. “Toby,” he

said.

“Yessuh?”

“You know I never held much with slavery, even if I never

done much against it neither. I would of, but those damned

abolitionists were such Bible-thumpers. Only I been thinkin’,

and it seems to me maybe they was right after all. You can’t

just go . . . usin’ another kind of people, like they wasn’t

people at all. Know what I mean? Got to end, sooner or later.

Better if it ends peaceful, but it’s got to end even if it has to

be with fire and blood, you see? Maybe that’s what them

abolitionists been sayin’ all along. You try to be reasonable,

that’s only right, but if it don’t work, you got to be ready.

Some things is just wrong. They got to be ended.”

Toby was looking at him queerly, still absent-mindedly

wiping his hands across the front of his apron, back and

forth, back and forth. “Cap’n,” he said softly, “you is talkin’



abolition. This here is slave country, Cap’n. You could git kilt

fo’ sech talk.”

“Maybe I could, Toby, but right is right, that’s what I say.”

“You done good by ol’ Toby, Cap’n Marsh, givin’ me my

freedom and all so’s I could cook fo’ you. That you did.”

Abner Marsh nodded. “Toby,” he said, “why don’t you go

fetch me a knife from the kitchen. Don’t say nothing about

it, you hear? Just go fetch me a good sharp knife. It ought to

be able to slide down into my boot, I think. Can you get me

a knife?”

“Yessuh, Cap’n Marsh,” said Toby. His eyes narrowed just a

little in his worn black face. “Yessuh.” Then he ran to obey.

Abner Marsh walked a little strangely for the next couple

hours, with the long kitchen knife snugly tucked into his

high leather boot. By the time dark had fallen, however, the

blade had begun to feel damned comfortable, and he almost

forgot that it was there.

The storm came just before sunset. Most of the steamers

headed upriver were long gone by then, although others

had come to take their places along the New Orleans levee.

The storm broke, with a terrible roaring sound like a

steamer’s boilers going up, and the lightning flashed

overhead, and the rain came a-screaming down, torrential

as a spring flood. Marsh stood beneath the cover of the

boiler deck promenade, listening to the water pound against

his steamer and watching folks on the landing scramble for

cover. He had been standing there for the longest time,

leaning on the rail and thinking, when suddenly Joshua York

was there beside him. “It’s rainin’, Joshua,” Marsh said,

pointing his stick out into the storm. “Maybe this Julian

won’t be coming tonight. Maybe he don’t want to get wet.”



Joshua York wore a strange solemn look. “He will come,”

he said. That was all. Just, “He will come.”

And—finally—he did.

The storm had subsided by then. The rain still came down

and down, but it was gentler, softer, hardly more than a

mist. Abner Marsh was still on the boiler deck, and he saw

them coming, striding across the deserted, rain-slick levee.

Even at a distance, he knew it was them. There was

something about the way they walked, something graceful

and predatory, full of a terrible beauty. One of them walked

different, swaggering and sliding like he was trying to be

one of them but couldn’t and when they came closer Marsh

saw that it was Sour Billy Tipton. He was carrying something

awkwardly.

Abner Marsh went on into the grand saloon. The others

were all at table: Simon and Katherine, Smith and Brown,

Raymond and Jean and Valerie and all the others that Joshua

had gathered along the river. They were talking softly, but

they fell silent when Marsh entered. “They’re coming,”

Marsh said. Joshua York rose from his seat at the head of the

table and went to meet them. Abner Marsh went to the bar

and poured himself a whiskey. He drained it in a gulp, had

another quickly, then went to the table. Joshua had insisted

Marsh sit right up by the head, on his left-hand side. The

chair to his right was saved for this Damon Julian. Marsh

plopped down heavily and scowled at the empty place

across from him.

And then they entered.

Only the four night folks came into the saloon, Marsh

noted. Sour Billy had been left behind somewhere, which

suited him just fine. There were two women, and a huge



white-faced man who frowned darkly and shook the

moisture from his coat. And the other, him, Marsh knew him

instantly. He had a smooth ageless face framed by black

curls, and he looked like some kind of lord in his dark

burgundy suit, with a loose-collared silk shirt all ruffled down

the front. On one finger he wore a gold ring with a sapphire

the size of a sugar cube, and fastened to his black vest was

a headlight, a polished chunk of black diamond in a soft web

of yellow gold. He moved across the room and then—

rounding the table—he paused, and stood by Joshua’s place,

behind the chair at the head of the table. He put his smooth

white hands up on the chair back, and he looked at them,

one by one, all along the table.

And they rose.

The three who had come with him first, and then

Raymond Ortega, and then Cara, and then the rest, in ones

and twos, Valerie last of all. Everyone in the room was

standing, everyone but Abner Marsh. Damon Julian smiled a

charming, warm smile. “It is good to be together with all of

you once again,” he said. He looked especially at Katherine.

“My dear, how many years has it been? How very many

years?”

The grin that lit her vulture-face was terrible to behold,

Marsh thought. He decided to take matters into his own

hands. “Sit down,” he barked up at Damon Julian. He tugged

him by the sleeve. “I’m hungry, and we’ve waited supper

just about long enough.”

“Yes,” said Joshua, and that broke the spell, and everyone

took seats again. But Julian took Joshua’s seat, the seat at

the head of the table.



Joshua came and stood over Julian. “You are in my seat,”

he said. His voice seemed flat and tense. “This one is yours,

sir. If you will be so kind.” York gestured. His eyes were fixed

on Damon Julian, and Marsh glanced up at Joshua’s face and

saw the power there, the cold intensity, the determination.

Damon Julian smiled. “Ah,” he said softly. He shrugged

slightly. “Pardon.” Then, never looking up at Joshua York for

even an instant, he rose and moved to the other seat.

Joshua seated himself stiffly, and made an impatient

motion with his fingers. A waiter came hurrying from the

shadows and deposited a bottle on the table in front of York.

“Kindly leave the room,” Joshua told the youth.

The bottle was unlabeled. Beneath the chandeliers,

surrounded by gleaming crystal and silver, it seemed dark

and threatening. It had been opened. “You know what this

is,” Joshua York said flatly to Damon Julian.

“Yes.”

York reached out, took up Julian’s wine glass, and poured.

He filled the glass to the brim, and put it down again

squarely in front of the other. “Drink,” he ordered.

York’s eyes were on Julian. Julian stared at the glass, a

faint smile playing around the corners of his mouth, as if he

were involved in some secret amusement. The grand saloon

was utterly silent. Far off in the distance, Marsh heard the

faint wail of a steamer struggling through the rain. The

moment seemed to last forever.

Damon Julian reached out, took up the glass, and drank. In

a single long draught, he emptied the glass, and it was as if

he drank all the tension from the room. Joshua smiled,

Abner Marsh grunted, and down at the far end of the table,



others traded wary, puzzled glances. York poured three

more glasses, and had them passed down to Julian’s three

companions. All of them drank. Conversations began in low

whispers.

Damon Julian smiled at Abner Marsh. “Your steamer is

most impressive, Captain Marsh,” he said cordially. “I hope

the food is as excellent.”

“The food,” said Marsh, “is better.” He bellowed, feeling

almost like his own self again, and the waiters began

bringing out the feast that Toby had cooked up. For more

than an hour, they ate. The night folks had fine manners,

but their appetites were healthy as any riverman’s. They

went at the food like a bunch of roustabouts who’d just

heard the mate shout, “Grub-pile!” All except Damon Julian,

that was. Julian ate slowly, almost delicately, pausing often

to sip at his wine, smiling frequently for no apparent reason.

Marsh had cleaned off his third platter, and Julian’s plate

was still half-full. Conversation was relaxed and

inconsequential. Those far away talked low and heatedly, so

Marsh couldn’t make out what they were saying. Up close,

Joshua York and Damon Julian mouthed a lot of words about

the storm, the heat, the river, and the Fevre Dream. Except

for when they were talking about his steamer, Abner Marsh

took little interest, preferring to concentrate on his plate.

Finally coffee and brandy were served, and then the

waiters faded away, and the main cabin of the steamer was

empty but for Abner Marsh and the night folks. Marsh

sipped at his brandy and heard the noise he made sucking it

up before he quite realized that all conversations had

ceased. “We are together at last,” Joshua said, in a quiet

voice, “and this is a new beginning for us, for the people of

the night. Those who live by day might call it a new

dawning.” He smiled. “For us, a new sunset might be a more



appropriate metaphor. Listen, all of you. Let me tell you of

my plans.” Then Joshua rose, and began to speak in earnest.

How long he spoke Abner Marsh was not sure. Marsh had

heard it all before; freedom from the red thirst, an end of

fear, trust between day and night, the things that would be

achieved by partnership, the grand new epoch. On and on

Joshua went, eloquent, impassioned, his speech full of little

snatches of poems and five-dollar words. Marsh paid more

attention to the others, to the rows of pale faces all up and

down the table. All of them had their eyes on Joshua, all of

them were listening, silent. But they weren’t all the same.

Simon seemed a little jumpy, and kept glancing from York to

Julian and back again. Jean Ardant looked rapt and

worshipful, but some of the other faces were blank and cold

and hard to read. Raymond Ortega was smiling slyly, and

the big one called Kurt was frowning, and Valerie looked

nervous, and Katherine—she had on her thin, hard face such

a look of utter loathing that Marsh flinched to see it.

Then Marsh looked directly across the table to where

Damon Julian was seated, and found Julian staring back at

him. His eyes were black, hard and shiny as a lump of the

best coal. Marsh saw pits there, endless bottomless pits, a

chasm waiting to swallow them all up. He wrenched his eyes

away, unwilling to even try to stare down Julian, as he had

foolishly tried to stare down York so long ago at the Planters’

House. Julian smiled, glanced up again at Joshua, sipped at

his cold coffee, and listened. Abner Marsh did not like that

smile, nor the depth of those eyes. All at once he was afraid

again.

And finally Joshua finished, and sat down.

“The steamboat is a fine idea,” Julian said pleasantly. His

soft voice carried the length of the saloon. “Your drink may



even have its uses. From time to time. The rest, dear Joshua,

you must forget.” His tone was charming, his smile relaxed

and brilliant.

Someone drew in his breath sharply, but no one dared to

speak. Abner Marsh sat up very straight. Joshua frowned.

“Excuse me,” he said.

Julian made a languid gesture of dismissal. “Your story

makes me sad, dear Joshua,” he said. “Raised among the

cattle, now you think as they do. It is not your fault, of

course. In time you will learn, you will celebrate your true

nature. They have corrupted you, these little animals you

have lived among, they have filled you with their small

moralities, their feeble religions, their tedious dreams.”

“What are you saying?” Joshua’s voice was angry.

Julian did not answer him directly. Instead he turned to

Marsh. “Captain Marsh,” he asked, “that roast you so

enjoyed was once part of a living animal. Do you suppose

that, if that beast could talk, he would consent to being

eaten?” His eyes, those fierce black eyes, were locked on

Marsh, demanding an answer.

“I . . . hell, no . . . but . . .”

“But you eat him anyway, do you not?” Julian laughed

lightly. “Of course you do, Captain, don’t be ashamed of it.”

“I ain’t ashamed,” Marsh said stoutly. “It’s only a cow.”

“Of course it is,” said Julian, “and cattle are cattle.” He

looked back at Joshua York. “But the cattle may see it

differently. However, that ought not trouble the captain

here. He is a higher order of being than his cow. It is his



nature to kill and eat, and the cow’s to be killed and eaten.

You see, Joshua, life is really very simple.

“Your errors rise from being raised among cows, who have

taught you not to consume them. Evil, you talk about.

Where did you learn that concept? From them, of course,

from the cattle. Good and evil, those are cattle words,

empty, intended only to preserve their worthless lives. They

live and die in mortal dread of us, their natural superiors.

We haunt even their dreams, so they seek solace in lies, and

invent gods who have power over us, wanting to believe

that somehow crosses and holy water can master us.

“You must understand, dear Joshua, that there is no good

or evil, only strength and weakness, masters and slaves. You

are feverish with their morality, with guilt and shame. How

foolish that is. These are their words, not ours. You preach of

new beginnings, but what shall we begin? To be as cattle? To

burn beneath their sun, work when we might take, bow to

cattle gods? No. They are animals, our natural inferiors, our

great and beautiful prey. That is the way of things.”

“No,” said Joshua York. He pushed back his chair and rose,

so he stood over the table like a pale, slender goliath. “They

think, they dream, and they have built a world, Julian. You

are wrong. We are cousins, both sides of the same coin.

They are not prey. Look at all they have done! They bring

beauty into the world. What have we created? Nothing. The

red thirst has been our bane.”

Damon Julian sighed. “Ah, poor Joshua,” he said. He

sipped his brandy. “Let the cattle create—life, beauty, what

you will. And we shall take their creations, use them,

destroy them if we choose. That is the way of it. We are the

masters. Masters do not labor. Let them make the suits. We

shall wear them. Let them build the steamboats. We shall



ride upon them. Let them dream of life eternal. We shall live

it, and drink of their lives, and savor the blood. We are the

lords of this earth, and that is our heritage. Our destiny, if

you will, dear Joshua. Exult in your nature, Joshua, do not

seek to change it. Those cattle who truly know us envy us.

Any of them would be as we are, given the choice.” Julian

smiled maliciously. “Have you ever wondered why this Jesus

Christ of theirs bid his followers to drink his blood, if they

would live forever?” He chuckled. “They burn to be like us,

just as the darkies dream of being white. You see how far

they go. To play at being masters, they even enslave their

own kind.”

“As you do, Julian,” said Joshua York, dangerously. “What

else do you call the dominion you have held over our

people? Even those you call masters you make slaves to

your own twisted will.”

“Even we have strong and weak among us, dear Joshua,”

said Damon Julian. “It is fitting that the strong should lead.”

Julian set down his glass and looked far down the table.

“Kurt,” he said, “summon Billy.”

“Yes, Damon,” said the big man, rising.

“Where are you going?” Joshua demanded, as Kurt strode

from the room, his image moving purposefully across a

dozen mirrors.

“You have played at being cattle long enough, Joshua,”

said Julian. “I am going to teach you what it means to be a

master.”

Abner Marsh felt cold and frightened. All the eyes in the

room were glassy, transfixed, watching the drama at the

head of the table. Standing, Joshua York seemed to tower

over the seated Damon Julian, but somehow he did not



dominate. Joshua’s gray eyes looked as strong and

passionate as a man’s could be. But Julian wasn’t a man at

all, Marsh thought.

Kurt was back in less than a moment. Sour Billy must have

been just outside somewhere, like a slave waiting for his

master’s summons. Kurt took his place again. Sour Billy

Tipton sauntered right up to the head of the table, carrying

something, with a strange sort of excitement in his icy eyes.

Damon Julian swept the plates aside with an arm, clearing

a space on the table. Sour Billy shifted his burden and set a

small brown infant down on the tablecloth in front of Joshua

York.

“What the hell!” Marsh roared. He pushed back from the

table, glaring, and started to rise.

“Sit down and keep real quiet, boy,” Sour Billy said in a

flat, quiet voice. Marsh started to turn toward him, and felt

something cold and very sharp press gently against the side

of his neck. “You open your mouth and I’m goin’ to have to

bleed you,” Sour Billy said. “Can you just imagine what

they’ll do when they see all that nice hot blood?”

Trembling, caught between rage and terror, Abner Marsh

sat very still. The point of Billy’s knife pressed a little harder,

and Marsh felt something warm and wet trickle down into

his collar. “Good,” whispered Billy, “real nice.”

Joshua York glanced briefly at Marsh and Sour Billy, then

turned his attention back to Julian. “I find this obscene,” he

said coldly. “Julian, I do not know why you had this child

brought here, but I do not like it. This game will end right

now. Tell your man to take his knife away from the captain’s

throat.”



“Ah,” said Julian. “And if I do not choose to?”

“You will choose to,” said Joshua. “I am bloodmaster.”

“Are you?” asked Julian lightly.

“Yes. I do not like to use your methods of compulsion,

Julian, but if I must, I shall.”

“Ah,” said Julian. He smiled. He stood up, stretched lazily,

like some great dark cat waking from a nap, then extended

a hand across the table toward Sour Billy. “Billy, give your

knife to me,” he said.

“But—what about him?” Sour Billy said.

“Captain Marsh will behave himself now,” said Julian. “The

knife.”

Billy handed it over, hilt first.

“Good,” said Joshua.

He got no further. The baby—undersized, scrawny, very

brown and very naked—made a sort of gurgling noise just

then, and stirred feebly. And Damon Julian did the most

horrible thing that Abner Marsh had ever seen in all his born

days. Swiftly and very delicately, he leaned over the table

and brought down Sour Billy’s knife and cut the infant’s

small right hand clean off with a single smooth stroke.

The baby began to howl. Blood spurted onto the table,

over the crystal glasses and the silverware and the fine

white linen. The baby’s limbs thrashed feebly, and the blood

began to pool. And Julian impaled the severed hand—it was

so impossibly tiny, hardly the size of Marsh’s big toe—on the

blade of Billy’s knife. He held it up, dripping, in front of



Joshua York. “Drink,” he said, and all the lightness was gone

from his voice.

York slapped the knife aside. It spun from Julian’s hand,

the hand still impaled upon it, and landed six feet away on

the carpet. Joshua looked like death. He reached down, put

two strong fingers on either side of the infant’s thrashing

wrist, and pressed. The bleeding stopped. “Get me a cord,”

he commanded.

No one moved. The infant was still screaming.

“There is an easier way to quiet him,” Julian said. He took

his own hard pale hand and clamped it down across the

child’s mouth. The hand enveloped the small brown head

completely, and stifled all sound. Julian began to squeeze.

“Release him!” shouted York.

“Look at me,” said Julian. “Look at me, bloodmaster.”

And their eyes met as they stood there above the table,

each with a hand on the small brown piece of humanity

before them.

Abner Marsh just sat there, thunderstruck, sick and furious

and wanting to do something, but somehow unable to

move. Like all the rest of them, he stared at York and Julian,

at the strange, silent battle of wills.

Joshua York was trembling. His mouth was tight with

anger, and cords stood up in his neck, and his gray eyes

were as cold and forceful as an ice jam. He stood there like

a man possessed, a pale wrathful god in white and blue and

silver. It was impossible for anything to withstand that

outpouring of will, of strength, Marsh thought. Impossible.



And then he looked at Damon Julian.

The eyes dominated the face: cold, black, malevolent,

implacable. Abner Marsh looked into those eyes a moment

too long, and suddenly he felt dizzy. He heard men

screaming somewhere, distantly, and his mouth was warm

with the taste of blood. He saw all the masks that were

called Damon Julian and Giles Lamont and Gilbert d’Aquin

and Philip Caine and Sergei Alexov and a thousand other

men fall away, and behind each one was another, older and

more horrible, layer on layer of them each more bestial than

the last, and at the bottom the thing had no charm, no

smile, no fine words, no rich clothing or jewels, the thing

had nothing of humanity, was nothing of humanity, had only

the thirst, the fever, red, red, ancient and insatiable. It was

primal and inhuman and it was strong. It lived and breathed

and drank the stuff of fear, and it was old, oh so old, older

than man and all his works, older than the forests and

rivers, older than dreams.

Abner Marsh blinked, and there across the table from him

was an animal, a tall handsome animal in burgundy, and

there was nothing the least bit human about it, and the lines

of its face were the lines of terror, and its eyes—its eyes

were red, not black at all, red, and lit from within, and red,

burning, thirsting, red.

Joshua York released the infant’s stump. A sudden pent-up

wash of blood spurted feebly out across the table. An

instant later a sound like a terrible wet crunch filled the

saloon.

And Abner Marsh, still half-dazed, slid the long kitchen

knife out of his boot and came out of his seat screaming,

raving, slashing. Sour Billy tried to grab him from behind,

but Marsh was too strong, too wild. He brushed Billy aside,



and flung himself across the dinner table at Damon Julian.

Julian broke away from Joshua York’s eyes just in time, and

pulled back slightly. The knife missed his eye by a fraction of

an inch, and left a long open gash down the right side of his

face. Blood welled out of the wound, and Julian made a

snarling sound deep in his throat.

Then someone seized Marsh from behind and dragged

him off the table and flung him backward across the grand

saloon, lifted him and flung him, all three hundred pounds of

him, like he was a small child. It hurt something fierce when

he landed, but somehow Marsh managed to roll over and

get back to his feet.

It was Joshua had thrown him, he saw, and Joshua who

was standing closest to him now, Joshua with pale hands

trembling and gray eyes full of fear. “Run, Abner,” he said.

“Get off the steamer. Run.”Behind him the others had all

risen from the table. White faces, eyes intent and staring,

hands pale and hard and grasping. Katherine was smiling,

smiling at him the way she’d smiled when she’d caught him

coming from Joshua’s cabin. Old Simon was shaking. Even

Smith and Brown were drifting toward him, slowly, ringing

him in, and their eyes were not friendly, and their lips were

wet. They were all moving, all of them, and Damon Julian

came gliding around the table, almost soundless, the blood

drying on his cheek, the gash closing almost as Marsh

watched. Abner Marsh looked down at his hands, and

discovered that he had lost the knife. He backed up, step by

step, until his back was up against a mirrored stateroom

door.

“Run, Abner,” Joshua York repeated.

Marsh fumbled and opened the door and backed into the

cabin behind him, and he saw Joshua turn his back and



stand between the cabin and the others, Julian and

Katherine and all the rest, the night folks, the vampires. And

that was the last thing he saw, before he broke and ran.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Mississippi River, 

August 1857

When the sun rose over New Orleans the next morning, a

swollen yellow eye that turned the river mists to crimson

and promised a scorching day, Abner Marsh was waiting on

the levee.

He had run a long way the night before, plunging through

the gaslit streets of the Vieux Carré like a madman,

smashing into strollers, stumbling and panting, running as

he had never run in all his years, until finally he realized,

belatedly, that no one was pursuing him. Then Marsh had

found a dim, smoky grog shop, and put down three quick

whiskeys to stop his shaking hands. And finally, close to

dawn, he had started back toward the Fevre Dream. Never

in his life had Abner Marsh been angrier or more ashamed.

They had run him off his own damn steamboat, stuck a knife

to his neck, slaughtered a goddamn baby right in front of

him, on his own table. No one got away with treating Abner

Marsh like that, he thought; not white men nor coloreds nor

Red Indians nor any goddamn vampires. Damon Julian was

going to be mighty regretful, he swore to himself. Day had

come now, and the hunters would become the prey.



The landing was already humming with activity when

Marsh approached. Another big side-wheeler had put in

beside the Fevre Dream and was unloading, peddlers were

selling fruits and frozen creams from wheeled carts, one or

two hotel omnibuses had put in an appearance. And the

Fevre Dream had her steam up, Marsh saw with surprise

and alarm. Dark smoke was curling upward from her

chimneys, and down below a ragtag group of roustabouts

was loading up the last of the freight. He quickened his

pace, and accosted one of them. He shouted, “You there!

Hold on!”

The rouster was a huge, thickly built black man with a

shiny bald head and one missing ear. He turned at Marsh’s

shout, a barrel on his right shoulder. “Yessuh, Cap’n.”

“What’s goin’ on here?” Marsh demanded. “Why’s the

steam up? I didn’t give no orders.”

The rouster frowned. “I just loads ’em up, Cap’n. Don’t

know nuthin’, suh.”

Marsh swore and moved past him. Hairy Mike Dunne came

swaggering across the stage, his iron billet in hand. “Mike,”

called Marsh.

Hairy Mike frowned, a fierce look of concentration on his

dark face. “Mornin’, Cap’n. You really sell this here boat?”

“What?”

“Cap’n York, he says you sold you half to him, says you

ain’t acomin’ with us. I got back a couple hours past

midnight, me an’ some of them boys, an’ York he says

you’n’ him figgered two cap’n were one too many, an’ he

bought you out. An’ he tole Whitey to get the steam up, he

did, and here we is. That the truth o’ it, Cap’n?”



Marsh scowled. The roustabouts were gathering round

curiously, so he grabbed Hairy Mike by the arm and drew

him across the stage onto the main deck. “I ain’t got no

time for no long stories,” he said when the two of them were

reasonably apart from everybody else. “So don’t pester me

with no questions, you hear? Just do like I tell you.”

Hairy Mike nodded. “Trouble, Cap’n?” he said, whacking

his iron club into a big, meaty palm.

“How many is back?” Marsh asked.

“Most all the crew, some passengers. Ain’t but a few.”

“We ain’t goin’ to wait for no others,” Marsh said. “The

fewer folks on board, the better. You go hunt up Framm or

Albright, I don’t care which one, and get them on up to the

pilot house, and take us out. Right now, you hear? I’m goin’

to find Mister Jeffers. After you get a pilot up there, you

meet me in the clerk’s office. Don’t tell anybody what’s

goin’ on.”

Between his thick black whiskers, a small grin could be

seen. “What we gone do, buy this steamboat back cheap,

maybe?”

“No,” said Abner Marsh. “No, we’re goin’ to kill a man.

And not Joshua neither. Now get on! Meet me in the clerk’s

office.”

Jonathon Jeffers wasn’t in his office, however, so Marsh

had to go round to the head clerk’s cabin, and pound until a

sleepy-looking Jeffers opened the door, still in his nightshirt.

“Cap’n Marsh,” he said, stifling a yawn. “Cap’n York said

you’d sold out. I didn’t think it made much sense, but you

weren’t around so I didn’t know what to think. Come in.”



“Tell me what happened last night,” Marsh said when he

was safely inside the clerk’s cabin.

Jeffers yawned again. “Pardon, Cap’n,” he said. “I haven’t

had much sleep.” He went to the basin perched atop his

chest of drawers and splashed some water on his face,

fumbled for his spectacles, and came back over to Marsh,

looking more like himself. “Well, let me think a minute. We

were at the St. Charles, where I said we’d be. We figured to

stay there all night so Cap’n York and you could have your

private dinner.” His eyebrow arched sardonically. “Jack Ely

was with me, and Karl Framm, and Whitey and a few of his

strikers, and . . . well, there was a whole bunch of us. Mister

Framm’s cub had come along too. Mister Albright dined with

us, but went up to bed after dinner, while the rest of us

stayed up drinking and talking. We had rooms and

everything, but no sooner had we gone to bed . . . must

have been two or three in the morning . . . when Raymond

Ortega and Simon and that Sour Billy Tipton character came

to bring us back to the steamer. They said York wanted us

straightaway.” Jeffers shrugged. “So we came, and Cap’n

York met everyone in the grand saloon and said he’d bought

you out, and we were leaving some time in the morning.

Some of us were sent out to find those still in New Orleans,

and notify the passengers. Most of the crew is here now, I

believe. I got the freight all signed in, and decided to get

some sleep. Now, what’s really happening?”

Marsh snorted. “I ain’t got time, and you wouldn’t believe

it anyhow. You see anything strange in that saloon last

night?”

“No,” Jeffers said. One eyebrow went up. “Should I have?”

“Maybe,” said Marsh.



“Everything was all cleared away from dinner,” Jeffers

said. “That was odd, come to think on it, with the waiters all

gone ashore.”

“Sour Billy cleaned it up, I reckon,” Marsh said, “but it

don’t matter. Was Julian there?”

“Yes, him and a few others I’d never met before. Cap’n

York had me assign them cabins. That Damon Julian is a

strange one. He stayed real close to Cap’n York. Polite

enough, though, and nice-looking except for that scar.”

“You gave ’em cabins, you say?”

“Yes,” said Jeffers. “Cap’n York said Julian was to have

your cabin, but I wouldn’t go along with that, not with all

your property in there. I insisted he take one of the

passenger staterooms along the saloon, until I’d had a

chance to talk to you. Julian said that would be fine, so there

wasn’t really any trouble.”

Abner Marsh grinned. “Good,” he said. “And Sour Billy,

where’s he?

“He got the cabin right next to Julian,” said Jeffers, “but I

doubt that he’s in it. Last I saw he was wandering around

the main cabin, acting like he owned the boat and playing

with that little knife of his. We had a bit of a run-in. You

wouldn’t believe what he was doing—he was chucking his

knife into one of your fancy colonnades as if it were an old

dead tree. I told him to stop or I’d have Hairy Mike chuck

him over the side, and he did, but he stared at me

belligerently. He’s trouble, that one.”

“He’s still in the main cabin, you think?”



“Well, I’ve been asleep, but he was there last I saw, sort of

dozing in a chair.”

“Get dressed,” Abner Marsh told him. “Quicklike. And

meet me down by your office.”

“Certainly, Cap’n,” Jeffers said, puzzled.

“And bring your sword cane,” Marsh told him as he went

out the door.

Less than ten minutes later, he and Jeffers and Hairy Mike

Dunne were together in the clerk’s office. “Sit down and

keep quiet and lissen,” Marsh said. “This is goin’ to sound

crazy, but you two have known me for years and you damn

well know I ain’t no half-wit and I don’t go around telling

stories like Mister Framm. This is the goddamn truth, I swear

it, may the goddamn boiler blow up underneath me if I’m

lyin’.”

Abner Marsh took a deep breath and plunged into the

story. He told them everything, in one long rush of a speech,

stopping only once, when the wild scream of the steamer’s

whistle interrupted him and the deck began to vibrate.

“Pullin’ out,” said Hairy Mike, “Goin’ upstream, like you

ast.”

“Good,” said Marsh, and he went on with the story while

the Fevre Dream backed clear of the New Orleans levee,

reversed her great paddles, and started back up the

Mississippi beneath a hot clean sun.

When Marsh was finished, Jonathon Jeffers looked

thoughtful. “Well,” he said, “fascinating. Perhaps we should

have called in the police.”



Hairy Mike Dunne snorted. “You know bettuh. On the river,

you handle you own trouble.” He hefted his billet.

Abner Marsh agreed with him. “This here is my

steamboat, and I ain’t callin’ in no outsiders, Mister Jeffers.”

That was the way of the river; it was less bother to club a

troublemaker and toss him over the side, or leave the

paddles to chew him up. The old devil river kept its secrets.

“Specially ain’t callin’ in no New Orleans police. They ain’t

goin’ to care about no colored slave baby, and we ain’t even

got a body. They’re a bunch of scoundrels anyway, and they

wouldn’t believe us. And if they did, then what? They’d

come in with pistols and clubs, worse than useless against

Julian and his bunch.”

“So we’re to handle it ourselves,” Jeffers said. “How?”

“I round up the boys an’ we kills ’em all,” said Hairy Mike

amiably.

“No,” said Abner Marsh. “Joshua can control the others, I

figure. He done it before. He tried to do right, to stop what

went on last night, only Julian was too much for him. We just

got to get rid of Julian before dark.”

“Ain’t gone be hard,” offered Hairy Mike.

Abner Marsh scowled. “I ain’t so sure of that,” he said.

“This ain’t like the stories. They ain’t helpless by day.

They’re only sleepin’. And if you wake ’em up, they’re awful

strong and awful fast and they ain’t never easy to hurt. This

has to be done right. I reckon the three of us can handle it,

no sense gettin’ others involved. If anything goes wrong,

we’ll get everybody off this steamer well before dark, and

put in someplace upriver where nobody can interfere, where

none of the night folks can get away if it comes to havin’ to

kill more’n just Julian. Don’t think it will, though.” Marsh



looked at Jeffers. “You got the duplicate key to that cabin

you put Julian in?”

“In my safe,” the clerk said, pointing towards the black

iron strongbox with his sword cane.

“Good,” said Marsh. “Mike, how hard can you hit with that

thing of yours?”

Hairy Mike smiled and thwacked the iron billet into his

palm. It made a satisfactorily loud sound. “How hard you

want me to hit, Cap’n?”

“I want you to crush his goddamn head in,” Marsh said.

“And you got to do it right off, with one swing. Ain’t goin’ to

be time for no second try. You just break his nose for him

and a second later he’s goin’ to be up tearin’ out your

throat.”

“One hit,” said Hairy Mike. “Jest one.”

Abner Marsh nodded, confident that the huge mate was

true to his word. “Only one more problem, then. Sour Billy.

He’s Julian’s little watchdog. Maybe he’s dozing in some

chair, but I wager he’ll wake up quick enough if he sees us

goin’ for Julian’s door. So he ain’t goin’ to see us. Those

boiler deck cabins got two doors. If Billy is in the saloon, we

go in from the promenade. If he’s outside, we go in from the

saloon. Before we do anything, we make sure we know

where Billy is. That’s your job, Mister Jeffers. You’re goin’ to

find Mister Sour Billy Tipton for us, and tell us where he is,

and then you’re to make sure he don’t go wanderin’. If he

hears a ruckus or heads for Julian’s cabin, I want you to take

that sword cane of yours and stick it clean through his sour

little belly, you hear?”



“Understood,” the clerk said grimly. He adjusted his

spectacles.

Abner Marsh paused a moment and looked hard at his two

allies: the slim dandy of a clerk in his gold specs and button

gaiters, his mouth tight, his hair as neatly slicked back as

ever, and beside him the huge mate with his rough clothing

and his rough face and his rough ways, his green eyes hard

and spoiling for a fight. They were a strange pair but a most

formidable one, Abner Marsh thought. He snorted, satisfied.

“Well, what are we waitin’ for?” he asked. “Mister Jeffers,

you go find where Sour Billy is at.”

The clerk rose and brushed himself off. “Certainly,” he

said.

He was back in under five minutes. “He’s in the main

cabin, sitting to breakfast. The whistle must have wakened

him. He’s eating eggs and boiled beefcakes and drinking

plenty of coffee, and he’s sitting where he can see the door

to Julian’s cabin.”

“Good,” Marsh said. “Mister Jeffers, why don’t you go

break fast yourself?”

Jeffers smiled. “I do believe I have a sudden appetite.”

“The keys first, though.”

Jeffers nodded and bent to his safe. Keys in hand, Marsh

gave the clerk a good ten minutes to find his way back to

the grand saloon before he stood and took a deep breath.

His heart was thumping. “C’mon,” he said to Hairy Mike

Dunne, opening the door to the world outside.

The day was bright and hot, which Marsh took for a good

omen. The Fevre Dream was surging up the river easy as



you please, her wake a churning double line of white-flecked

foam. She must be doing eighteen miles an hour, Marsh

thought, riding smooth as a Creole’s manners. He found

himself wondering what her time to Natchez would be, and

all of a sudden he wanted to be up in her pilot house more

than anything, looking out on the river he loved so well.

Abner Marsh swallowed and blinked back tears, feeling sick

and unmanly.

“Cap’n?” Hairy Mike said uncertainly.

Abner Marsh cussed. “It’s nothin’,” he said. “It’s just . . .

goddamn it all . . . c’mon.” He stomped off, the key to

Damon Julian’s cabin clenched tightly in a huge red hand.

His knuckles were turning white.

Outside the cabin, Marsh paused to look around. The

promenade was mostly empty. A lady was standing by the

railing a good ways aft of them, and about a dozen doors

forward there was a fellow in a white shirt and a slouchy hat

sitting with his chair tilted back against a stateroom door,

but neither of them seemed much interested in Marsh and

Hairy Mike. Marsh slid the key carefully into the hole. “You

’member what I told you,” he whispered to the mate. “Quick

and quiet. One hit.”

Hairy Mike nodded, and Marsh turned the key. The door

clicked open, and Marsh pushed.

It was close and dark inside, everything curtained and

shuttered the way the night folks liked their rooms, but they

saw a pale form sprawled beneath the sheet by the light

that spilled in from the door. They slid through, moving as

quietly as two big, noisy men could move, and then Marsh

was closing the door behind them and Hairy Mike Dunne

was moving forward, raising his three-foot-long black iron



billet high over his head, and dimly Marsh saw the thing in

the bed stir, rolling over toward the noise, toward the light,

and Hairy Mike was there in two long quick strides, all so

fast, and the iron fell in a terrible arc at the end of his huge

arm, fell and fell toward that dim pale head and it seemed

to take forever.

Then the cabin door shut completely, the last thread of

light snapped, and in the blind pitch darkness Abner Marsh

heard a sound like a piece of meat being slapped down on a

butcher’s counter, and under that was another sound, like

an eggshell breaking, and Marsh held his breath.

The cabin was very still, and Marsh could not see a thing.

From the darkness came a low, throaty chuckle. A cold

sweat covered Marsh’s body. “Mike,” he whispered. He

fumbled for a match.

“Yessuh, Cap’n,” came the mate’s voice. “One hit, thass

all.” He chuckled again.

Abner Marsh scratched the match on the wall, and

blinked. Hairy Mike was standing over the bed, his iron in

hand. The business end was smeared and wet. The thing

beneath the sheet had a staved-in red ruin for a face. Half

the top of its skull had been taken away, and a slow trickle

of blood was soaking into the sheet. Bits of hair and other

dark stuff were spattered on the pillow and the wall and

Hairy Mike’s clothes. “Is he dead?” Marsh asked, suddenly

and wildly suspicious that the smashed-in head would begin

to knit itself together, and the pale corpse would rise and

smile at them.

“I ain’t never seen nuthin’ deader,” said Hairy Mike.

“Make sure,” Abner Marsh ordered. “Make damn sure.”



Hairy Mike Dunne shrugged a big, slow shrug, and raised

his bloody iron and brought it down again onto skull and

pillow. A second time. A third. A fourth. When it was over,

the thing hardly could be said to have a head at all. Hairy

Mike Dunne was an awful strong man.

The match burned Marsh’s fingers. He blew it out. “Let’s

go,” he said harshly.

“What’ll we do with him?” Hairy Mike asked.

Marsh pulled open the cabin door. The sun and the river

were before him, a blessed relief. “Leave him there,” he

said. “In the dark. Come nightfall, we’ll chuck him in the

river.” The mate followed Marsh outside, and he locked the

door behind him. He felt sick. He leaned his ample bulk up

against the boiler deck railing, and struggled to keep from

heaving over the side. Blood-sucker or not, what they’d

gone and done to Damon Julian was terrible to behold.

“Need help, Cap’n?”

“No,” said Marsh. He straightened himself with an effort.

The morning was already hot, the yellow sun above beating

down on the river with an almighty vengeance. Marsh was

drenched with sweat. “I ain’t had much sleep,” he said. He

forced a laugh. “I ain’t had none, in fact. It takes a bit out of

a man, too, what we just done.”

Hairy Mike shrugged. It hadn’t taken much out of him, it

seemed. “Go sleep,” he said.

“No,” said Marsh. “Can’t. Got to go see Joshua, tell him

what we done. He’s got to know, so he’ll be ready to deal

with them others.” All of a sudden Abner Marsh found

himself wondering just how Joshua York would react to the

brutal murder of one of his people. After last night, he



couldn’t think Joshua would be too bothered, but he wasn’t

sure—he didn’t really know the night folks and how they

thought, and if Julian had been a baby-killer and a blood-

sucker, well, the rest of them had done things near as bad,

even Joshua. And Damon Julian had been Joshua’s

bloodmaster too, the king of the vampires. If you kill a

man’s king—even a king he hates—ain’t he obliged to do

something about it? Abner Marsh remembered the cold

force of Joshua’s anger, and with that memory found himself

none too eager to go rushing on up to the captain’s cabin on

the texas, especially now, when Joshua would be at his

worst once roused. “Maybe I can wait,” Marsh found himself

saying. “Sleep a little.”

Hairy Mike nodded.

“I got to get to Joshua first, though,” Marsh said. He really

was feeling sick, he thought: nauseated, feverish, weary. He

had to go lie down for a couple hours. “Can’t let him get

up.” He licked his lips, which were dry as sandpaper. “You go

talk to Jeffers, tell him how it come out, and one of you

come and fetch me before sunset. Well before, you hear?

Give me at least an hour to go on up and speak to Joshua.

I’ll wake him up and tell him, and then when it gets dark

he’ll know how to handle the other night folks. And you . . .

you have one of your boys keep a sharp eye on Sour Billy . .

. we’re goin’ to have to deal with him, too.”

Hairy Mike smiled. “Let the river deal with him.”

“Maybe we will,” said Marsh. “Maybe. I’m going to go rest

now, but make sure I’m up before dark. Don’t you go let it

get dark on me, you understand?”

“Yep.”



So Abner Marsh climbed wearily up to the texas, feeling

sicker and more tired with every step. Standing at the door

of his own cabin, he felt a sudden stab of fear—what if one

of them should be inside after all, despite what Mister Jeffers

had said? But when he threw the door open and let the light

come pouring into the room, it was empty. Marsh staggered

in, drew the curtains back and opened the window to let in

as much light and air as possible, locked the door, and sat

heavily on the bed to remove his sweat-soaked clothing. He

didn’t even bother with a nightshirt. The cabin was stifling,

but Marsh was too exhausted to notice. Sleep took him

almost at once.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream, 

Mississippi River, 

August 1857

The sharp, insistent rapping on his cabin door finally

summoned Abner Marsh back from his deep, dreamless

sleep. He stirred groggily and sat up in bed. “A minute!” he

shouted. He lumbered over to his basin like a big naked bear

just out of hibernation, and none too happy about it. It

wasn’t until Marsh had splashed some water on his face that

he remembered. “Goddamn it all to hell!” he swore angrily,

staring at the gray shadows gathering in every corner of the

small dim cabin. Beyond the window, the sky was dark and

purple. “Goddamn,” he repeated, pulling on a pair of clean

trousers. He stomped over and yanked open the door.

“What the hell is the meaning of lettin’ me sleep so long?”

Marsh shouted at Jonathon Jeffers. “I told Hairy Mike to wake

me a whole goddamn hour before sunset, damnit.”

“It is an hour before sunset,” Jeffers said. “It clouded up,

that’s why it looks so dark. Mister Albright says we’re going

to get another thunderstorm.” The clerk stepped into

Marsh’s cabin and shut the door behind him. “I brought you

this,” he said, handing over a hickory walking stick. “I found

it in the main cabin, Cap’n.”



Marsh took the stick, mollified. “I lost it last night,” he

said. “Had other things on my mind.” He leaned the stick up

against the wall and glanced out the window again,

frowning. Beyond the river, the whole western horizon was a

mass of threatening clouds moving their way, like a vast

wall of darkness about to collapse on them. The setting sun

was nowhere to be seen. He didn’t like it one bit. “I better

get on up to Joshua,” he said, pulling out a shirt and

commencing the business of getting dressed.

Jeffers leaned on his sword cane. “Shall I accompany

you?” he asked.

“I ought to talk to Joshua by myself,” Marsh said, tying his

tie with an eye on the mirror. “I don’t relish it though. Why

don’t you come on up and wait outside. Maybe Joshua will

want to call you in and talk about what we’re goin’ to do.”

Left unspoken was the other reason that Marsh wanted the

clerk close at hand—maybe he’d want to call him in, if

Joshua York didn’t take kindly to the news of Damon Julian’s

demise.

“Fine,” said Jeffers.

Marsh shrugged into his captain’s coat and snatched up

his stick. “Let’s go then, Mister Jeffers. It’s too damn dark

already.”

The Fevre Dream was steaming along briskly, her flags

snapping and swirling in a strong wind, dark smoke pouring

from her chimneys. Under the scant light of the strange

purple sky, the waters of the Mississippi looked almost

black. Marsh grimaced and strode forward briskly to Joshua

York’s cabin, Jeffers at his side. This time he did not hesitate

at the door; he raised his stick and knocked. On the third

knock he called out, “Joshua, let me in. We got to talk.” On



the fifth knock the door opened, moving slowly inward to

reveal a soft still blackness. “Wait for me,” Marsh said to

Jeffers. He stepped into the cabin and closed the door.

“Don’t get mad now, Joshua,” he said to the dark, with a

tight feeling in his gut. “I wouldn’t bother you, but this is

important and it’s almost night anyhow.” There was no

reply, though Marsh heard the sound of breathing.

“Goddamnit,” he said, “why do we always have to talk in the

dark, Joshua? It makes me damn uncomfortable.” He

frowned. “Light a candle, will you?”

“No.” The voice was curt, low, liquid. And it was not

Joshua’s.

Abner Marsh took a step backward. “Oh Jesus God, no,” he

said, and there was a rustling sound even as his shaking

hand found the door behind him and threw it open. He

opened it wide and by now his eyes had accustomed

themselves to the darkness, and even the purplish glow of

the storm-laden sky was enough to give brief form to the

shadows within the captain’s cabin. He saw Joshua York

sprawled on his bed, pale and naked, his eyes closed, one

arm hanging down to the floor, and on his wrist was

something that looked like a terrible dark bruise, or a crust

of dried blood. And he saw Damon Julian moving toward

him, swift as death, smiling. “We killed you,” Marsh roared,

disbelieving, and he stumbled backward out of the cabin,

tripped, and fell practically at Jonathon Jeffers’ feet.

Julian stopped in the doorway. A thin dark line—hardly

more than a cat scratch—ran down his cheek where Marsh

had opened a yawning gash the night before. Otherwise he

was unmarked. He had taken off his jacket and vest, and his

ruffled silk shirt was without stain or blemish. “Come in,

Captain,” Julian said quietly. “Don’t run away. Come in and

talk.”



“You’re dead. Mike bashed your goddamn head to pieces,”

Marsh said, choking on his own words. He did not look at

Julian’s eyes. It was still day, he thought, he was safe

outside, beyond Julian’s reach until the sun went down, so

long as he did not look in those eyes, so long as he did not

go back into that cabin.

“Dead?” Julian smiled. “Ah. The other cabin. Poor Jean. He

wanted so to believe Joshua, and see what you have done to

him. Smashed his head in, did you say?”

Abner Marsh climbed to his feet. “You changed cabins,” he

said hoarsely. “You damn devil. You made him sleep in your

bed.”

“Joshua and I had so much to discuss,” Julian replied. He

made a beckoning gesture. “Now come, Captain, I am tired

of waiting. Come and let us drink together.”

“Burn in hell!” Marsh said. “Maybe we missed you this

morning, but you ain’t got away yet. Mister Jeffers, run on

down and get Hairy Mike and his boys. A dozen of them

ought to do, I reckon.”

“No,” said Damon Julian, “you won’t do that.”

Marsh waved his stick threateningly. “Oh yes, I will. You

goin’ to stop me?”

Julian glanced up at the sky; a deep violet now, shot

through with black, a vast bruised and overcast twilight.

“Yes,” he said, and he stepped out into the light.

Abner Marsh felt the cold, clammy hand of terror close

around his heart. He raised his walking stick and said, “Stay

away!” in a voice gone suddenly shrill. He stepped



backward. Damon Julian smiled and came on. It wasn’t light

enough, Marsh thought with sick despair.

And then there was a whisper of metal on wood, and

Jonathon Jeffers stepped smoothly in front of him, his sword

cane unsheathed, the sharp steel circling dangerously. “Go

for help, Cap’n,” Jeffers said quietly. He pushed up his

spectacles with his free hand. “I’ll keep Mister Julian

occupied.” Lightly, with a fencer’s practiced speed, Jeffers

darted forward at Julian, slashing. His blade was a rapier,

double-edged and wickedly pointed. Damon Julian reeled

back barely in time, his smile fading from his lips as the

clerk’s slash passed inches in front of his face.

“Step aside,” Julian said darkly.

Jonathon Jeffers said nothing. He was in a fencer’s stance,

advancing slowly on the balls of his feet, crowding Julian

back toward the door of the captain’s cabin. He thrust

suddenly, but Julian was too fast, sliding backward out of the

reach of the sword. Jeffers made an impatient tsk. Damon

Julian set one foot back inside the cabin, and answered with

a laugh that was almost a snarl. His white hands rose and

opened. Jeffers thrust again.

And Julian lunged, hands extended.

Abner Marsh saw it all. Jeffers’ thrust was true, and Julian

made no effort to avoid it. The rapier entered him just above

the groin. Julian’s pale face twisted, and a grunt of pain

escaped him, but he came on. Jeffers ran him clean through

even as Julian ran up the blade, and before the startled clerk

had time to pull back, Julian had wrapped his hands around

Jeffers’ throat. Jeffers made a horrible choking sound, and

his eyes bulged, and as he tried to wrench free his gold-

rimmed spectacles spun off and fell to the deck.



Marsh leaped forward and smashed Julian with his stick,

raining blows around his head and shoulders. Transfixed by

the sword, Julian hardly seemed to feel it. He twisted

savagely, and there was a noise like wood snapping. Jeffers

went limp.

Abner Marsh whipped his stick around in one final blow,

with all his strength in it, and caught Damon Julian square in

the center of his forehead, staggering him briefly. When

Julian opened his hands, Jeffers fell like a rag doll, his head

twisted around grotesquely so it almost seemed it was on

backwards.

Abner Marsh retreated hurriedly.

Julian touched his brow, as if gauging the effects of

Marsh’s blow. There was no blood, Marsh saw dismally.

Strong as he was, he was no Hairy Mike Dunne, and hickory

was not iron. Damon Julian kicked loose Jeffers’ death-grip

from the handle of the sword cane. Wincing, he drew the

blood-slick blade awkwardly out of his own body. His shirt

and trousers were damp and red, and stuck to him when he

moved. He spun the blade off to one side, almost casually,

and it whipped round and round like a top as it sailed off

over the river, before vanishing into the dark moving water.

Julian staggered forward again, leaving bloody footsteps

behind him on the deck. But he came.

Marsh retreated before him. There was no killing him, he

thought in a blind sick panic; there is nothing to be done.

Joshua and his dreams, Hairy Mike and his iron billet, Mister

Jeffers and his sword, none of them could take the measure

of this Damon Julian. Marsh scrambled down the short

stairway to the hurricane deck, and began to run. Panting,

he hurried aft, to the companionway leading down from the



hurricane deck to the promenade, where he’d find people

and safety. It was nearly dark, he saw. He took three

thunderous steps downstairs, then gripped the handrail

tightly and reeled, trying to check himself.

Sour Billy Tipton and four of them were climbing toward

him.

Abner Marsh turned and ascended. Rush forward and ring

the bell, he thought wildly, ring the bell for help . . . but

Julian had come down from the texas deck now, and cut him

off. For a moment Marsh stood, dead with despair. He had

no escape, he was trapped between Julian and the others,

unarmed except for his useless goddamned stick, and it

didn’t matter, nothing hurt them anyway, fighting was

useless, he might as well give in. Julian wore a thin, cruel

smile as he advanced. In his mind Marsh saw that pale face

descending on his own, teeth bared, those eyes bright with

fever and thirst, red and ancient and invincible. If he’d had

tears Marsh might have wept. He found he could not move

his legs from where they were rooted, and even his stick

seemed far too heavy.

Then, far up the river, another side-wheeler came round a

bend, and Abner Marsh would never have noticed, but the

pilot did, and the steam whistle of the Fevre Dream called

out to tell the other steamer that she’d take the larboard

when they passed. The shrill wail of the great whistle stirred

Marsh from his paralysis, and he looked up and saw the far-

off lights of the descending boat and the fires belching from

the tops of her tall chimneys, and the near-black sky that

loomed above it, and the lightning dim in the distance

lighting up the clouds from within, and the river, the river

black and endless, the river that was his home and his trade

and his friend and his worst enemy and fickle, brutal, loving

consort to his ladies. It flowed on like it always flowed, and it



didn’t know nothing nor care nothing about Damon Julian

and all his kind, they were nothing to it, they would be gone

and forgotten and the old devil river would still be rolling

and cutting new channels and drowning towns and crops

and raising up others and crushing steamboats in its teeth

so it could spit out splinters.

Abner Marsh moved to where the tops of the great

paddleboxes loomed above the deck. Julian came following

him. “Captain,” he called, his voice twisted but still

seductive. Marsh ignored it. He pulled himself up on top of

the paddlebox with a strength born of urgency, a strength

he didn’t know he had. Beneath his feet the great side-

wheel turned. He could feel it shaking through the wood,

could hear the chunka-chunka. He moved aft, carefully, not

wanting to fall in the wrong place, where the wheels would

suck him under and smash him up. He looked down. The

light was almost gone, and the water seemed black, but

where the Fevre Dream had gone it was boiling and

churning. The glow from the steamer’s furnaces touched it

with red, so it looked like boiling blood. Abner Marsh stared

down at it and froze. More blood, he thought, more

goddamn blood, can’t get away from it, can’t get away

nohow. The pounding of the steamer’s stroke was thunder in

his ears.

Sour Billy Tipton vaulted up on top of the paddlebox and

moved warily toward him. “Mister Julian wants you, fat

man,” he said. “Come along now, you gone as far as you

can go.” He took out his little knife and smiled. Sour Billy

Tipton had a truly frightening smile.

“It ain’t blood,” Marsh said loudly, “it’s just the goddamn

river.” Still clutching his stick, he took a deep breath, and

threw himself off the steamer. Sour Billy’s curses were

ringing in his ears when he hit the water.



CHAPTER TWENTY

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

Mississippi River, 

August 1857

Raymond and Armand were supporting Damon Julian

between them when Sour Billy leaped down from the

paddlebox. Julian looked like he’d slaughtered a pig; his

clothing was soaked through with blood. “You allowed him to

escape, Billy,” he said coldly. His tone made Sour Billy

nervous.

“He’s finished,” Billy insisted. “Them paddles will suck him

under and smash him, or he’ll drown. You ought to of seen

the splash he made when he hit the water, that big belly of

his first. Ain’t goin’ to have to look at his warts no more.” As

he spoke, Sour Billy was looking around, and he didn’t like

what he saw, not one bit; Julian all bloody, a red smeary trail

leading down the texas stairs and halfway down the

hurricane deck, and that dandy of a clerk hanging off the

end of the texas porch, more blood coming out of his mouth.

“If you fail me, Billy, you will never be as we are,” Julian

said. “I hope he is dead, for your sake. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” said Billy. “Mister Julian, what happened?”



“They attacked me, Billy. They attacked us. According to

the good captain, they killed Jean. Bashed his goddamn

head to pieces, I believe that was the phrase.” He smiled.

“Marsh and his wretch of a clerk and someone named Mike

were responsible.”

“Hairy Mike Dunne,” said Raymond Ortega. “He is the

mate of the Fevre Dream, Damon. Large, stupid, and

uncouth. It is his job to shout at the darkies and beat them.”

“Ah,” Julian said. “Let me go,” he said to Raymond and

Armand. “I feel stronger now. I can stand.”

The twilight had deepened. They stood in shadow.

“Damon,” warned Vincent, “the watch will change at supper.

Crewmen will be coming up to their cabins. We must do

something. We must get off this steamer, or they will find us

out.” He looked at the blood, the body.

“No,” said Julian. “Billy will clean it up. Won’t you, Billy?”

“Yes,” said Sour Billy. “I’ll just toss the clerk in after his

Cap’n.”

“Do it then, Billy, instead of telling me about it.” Julian’s

smile was cold. “And then come to York’s cabin. We will

retire there now. I need a change of clothes.”

It took Sour Billy Tipton nearly twenty minutes to remove

the evidence of the death on the texas. He worked in haste,

all too aware of how easy it would be for someone to come

out of his cabin, or up the stairs. The darkness was almost

complete by then, however, which helped. He dragged

Jeffers’ body down the deck, hauled it up on the paddlebox

with some difficulty—the clerk was heavier than Billy ever

would have guessed—and shoved it over. The night and the

river swallowed it, and the splash wasn’t nearly as big as



the one Marsh had made. It was almost lost in the sound of

the paddlewheels. Sour Billy had just stripped off his shirt

and started cleaning up the blood when he had a stroke of

luck—the storm that had been coming all afternoon finally

broke. Thunder boomed in his ears, lightning came stabbing

down at the river, and the rains began. Clean, cold,

pounding rains, smashing down onto the deck, soaking Billy

through to his bones, and washing away the blood.

Sour Billy was dripping when he finally entered Joshua

York’s cabin, his once-fine shirt a damp ball in his hand. “It’s

done,” he said.

Damon Julian was sitting in a deep leather chair. He had

changed into some fresh clothing, had a drink in hand, and

looked as strong and healthy as ever. Raymond was

standing at his side, Armand was in the other chair, Vincent

was seated on the desk, Kurt in the desk chair. And Joshua

York sat on his bed, staring down at his feet, head sunk, his

skin white as chalk dust. He looked like a whipped cur,

thought Sour Billy.

“Ah, Billy,” said Julian. “What ever would we do without

you?”

Sour Billy nodded. “I been thinking while I was out there,

Mister Julian,” he said. “The way I figger, we got two

choices. This here steamer has a yawl, for doin’ soundings

and such. We could take her and light out. Or now that the

storm’s broke, we could just wait till the pilot ties her up,

and then get ashore. We ain’t far from Bayou Sara, maybe

we’ll put in there.”

“I have no interest in Bayou Sara, Billy. I have no interest

in leaving this excellent steamboat. The Fevre Dream is ours

now. Isn’t that right, Joshua?”



Joshua York raised his head. “Yes,” he said. His voice was

so weak it was hardly audible.

“It’s too dangerous,” Sour Billy insisted. “The cap’n and

the head clerk both gone, what are people goin’ to think?

They’re goin’ to be missed, questions are goin’ to get asked.

Real soon now too.”

“He is right, Damon,” Raymond put in. “I have been

aboard this steamer since Natchez. The passengers may

come and go, but the crew—we are in danger here. We are

the strange ones, suspected, unknown. When Marsh and

Jeffers are missed, they will look to us first.”

“And then there’s this mate,” added Billy. “If he helped

Marsh, he knows everything, Mister Julian.”

“Kill him, Billy.”

Sour Billy Tipton swallowed uneasily. “Suppose I do kill

him, Mister Julian? Won’t do no good. He’ll be missed too,

and there’s others under him, a whole damn army of

niggers and dumb Germans and big Swedes. We got less

than twenty, and during the day there’s only me. We got to

get off this steamboat, and real quick, too. We can’t fight

the crew, and even if we could, I sure can’t fight ’em alone

all by myself. We got to go.”

“We are staying. It is for them to fear us, Billy. How can

you ever be one of the masters if you still think as a slave?

We are staying.”

“What will we do when Marsh and Jeffers are found gone?”

asked Vincent.

“And what about the mate? He is a threat,” said Kurt.



Damon Julian stared at Sour Billy and smiled. “Ah,” he

said. He sipped his drink. “Why, we will let Billy take care of

these little problems for us. Billy will show us how clever he

is, won’t you, Billy?”

“Me?” Sour Billy Tipton stood open-mouthed. “I don’t

know . . .”

“Won’t you, Billy?”

“Yes,” Billy said quickly. “Yes.”

“I can solve this without further bloodshed,” Joshua York

said, with a hint of his old resolve in his voice. “I am still

captain aboard this steamer. Let me discharge Mister Dunne

and any of the others that you may fear. We can get them

off the Fevre Dream cleanly. There has been enough death.”

“Has there?” asked Julian.

“Firing ’em won’t work,” Sour Billy said to York. “They’ll

only wonder why and demand to see Cap’n Marsh.”

“Yes,” agreed Raymond. “They don’t follow York,” he

added, to Julian. “They don’t trust him. He had to come out

in broad daylight before any of them would agree to go

down the bayou with him. With Marsh gone, and Jeffers too,

he will never be able to control them.”

Sour Billy Tipton looked at Joshua York with surprise and

new respect. “You did that?” he blurted. “Went out by day?”

The others sometimes dared the dusk, or lingered a short

time after sunrise, but he had never seen any of them come

out when the sun was high. Not even Julian.

Joshua York looked at him coldly, and did not answer.



“Dear Joshua likes to play at being cattle,” Julian said,

amused. “Perhaps he hoped his skin would turn brown and

leathery.”

The others laughed politely.

While they were laughing, Sour Billy got himself an idea.

He scratched his head and let himself smile. “We won’t fire

them,” he said suddenly to Julian. “I know. We’ll make ’em

run off. I know just how to do it.”

“Good, Billy. What ever would we do without you?”

“Can you make him do like I tell him?” Billy asked, jerking

a thumb in York’s direction.

“I will do what I must to protect my people,” Joshua York

said, “and to protect my crew as well. There is no need for

compulsion.”

“Well, well,” said Sour Billy. “Real nice.” This was going to

be even easier than he’d figured. Julian would be real

impressed. “I got to go get me a new shirt. You get dressed,

Mister Cap’n York, and then we’ll do us some protectin’.”

“Yes,” Julian added softly. “And Kurt will go with you as

well.” He raised his glass to York. “Just in case.”

A half hour later, Sour Billy led Joshua York and Kurt down

to the boiler deck. The rain had let up a little, and the Fevre

Dream had put in at Bayou Sara and was tied up next to a

dozen smaller steamers. In the main saloon, supper had

been served. Julian and his people were in there with the

rest, eating inconspicuously. The captain’s chair was empty,

though, and someone was bound to comment sooner or

later. Fortunately, Hairy Mike Dunne was down below on the

main deck, bellowing at the rousters as they loaded up



some freight and a dozen cords of wood. Sour Billy had

watched him carefully from above before starting in on his

plan; Dunne was the dangerous one.

“The body first,” Sour Billy said, leading them straight to

the outer door of the cabin where Jean Ardant had met his

end. Kurt broke the lock with a single swing of his hand.

Inside, Billy lit the lamp, and they took in the thing on the

bed. Sour Billy Tipton whistled. “Well, well,” he said. “Those

friends of yours sure did a job on ol’ Jean,” he said to York.

“Half his brains is on the sheets and half is on the wall.”

York’s gray eyes were full of disgust. “Get on with it,” he

said. “I suppose you want us to throw the body in the river.”

“Hell, no,” said Sour Billy. “Why, we’re goin’ to burn this

body. Right down in one of your furnaces, Cap’n. And we’re

not sneakin’ it down neither. We’ll just go right on out into

the saloon with it, and down the main staircase.”

“Why, Billy?” York said coldly.

“Just do it!” Sour Billy snapped. “And I’m Mister Tipton to

you, Captain!”

They wrapped Jean’s corpse in a sheet, so nothing could

be seen of it. York went to help Kurt lift it, but Sour Billy

chased him off and took up the other end himself. “Wouldn’t

look right for a half-owner and cap’n to be a-totin’ a dead

man. You just walk along with us and look worried.”

York didn’t have trouble with the looking worried part.

They opened the door to the grand saloon and went out,

Jean’s sheeted body between Billy and Kurt. The supper

table was half-full. Someone gasped, and all conversation

stopped.



“Can I help, Cap’n York?” asked a small man with white

whiskers and oil stains on his vest. “What is it? Somebody

die?”

“Stay away!” Sour Billy shouted when the man took a step

toward them.

“Do as he says, Whitey,” York said.

The man stopped. “Why, sure, but . . .”

“It’s just a dead man,” Sour Billy said. “Died in his cabin.

Mister Jeffers found him. He got on at New Orleans, must of

been sick. He was burnin’ up when Jeffers heard him

moanin’.”

Everyone at the table looked concerned. One man turned

very pale and fled toward his own stateroom. Sour Billy

made certain not to smile.

“Where’s Mister Jeffers?” asked Albright, the trim little

pilot.

“Went to his cabin,” Billy said quickly. “He wasn’t feelin’

good. Marsh is with him. Mister Jeffers was lookin’ kind of

yaller, I reckon seeing a man die didn’t agree with him.”

His words had the effect he’d figured on, especially when

Armand leaned across the table to Vincent and said—in a

loud whisper, like Billy had told him to—“Bronze John.” Then

the two of them got up and left, their suppers half-eaten.

“It ain’t Bronze John!” Billy said loudly. He had to say it

loudly, because all of a sudden everybody at this table was

trying to talk, and half of them were getting to their feet.

“We got to go burn this body, come on now,” he added, and

he and Kurt started shuffling toward the grand staircase



again. Joshua York lingered behind, hands upraised, trying to

fend off a hundred frightened questions. Passengers and

crew alike avoided Kurt and Billy and their burden.

A couple of scroungy-looking foreigners taking deck

passage were the only ones down on the main deck, except

for the rousters coming in and out with crates and firewood.

The furnaces had been shut down, but they were still hot,

and Sour Billy burned his fingers when he and Kurt stuffed

the sheeted body into the nearest one. He was still swearing

and shaking his hand in the air when Joshua York came

down and found him again. “They’re leaving,” York said, his

pale features puzzled. “Nearly all the passengers are

already packing their bags, and half the crew must have

come up to me to ask for their wages. Strikers,

chambermaids, waiters, even Jack Ely, the second engineer.

I don’t understand.”

“Bronze John is taking a ride up the river on your

steamer,” Sour Billy Tipton said. “Leastwise, that’s what

they think.”

Joshua York frowned. “Bronze John?”

Sour Billy smiled. “Yaller fever, Cap’n. I can tell you never

been in New Orleans when Bronze John made a call. Ain’t

nobody goin’ to stay on this boat longer than he has to, nor

look close at this body, nor go to talk with Jeffers or Marsh. I

let ’em think they got the fever, you see. The fever is real

catching. Fast, too. You turn yaller and heave up black stuff

and burn like the devil, and then you die. Only now we

better burn up ol’ Jean here, so they think we’re takin’ this

serious.”

It took them ten minutes to get the furnace going again,

and they finally had to call over a big Swedish fireman to



help them, but that was all right. Sour Billy saw his eyes

when he spied the body crammed in with the wood, and

smiled at how fast he run off. Pretty soon Jean was going

good. Sour Billy watched him smoke, then turned away,

bored. He noticed the barrels of lard standing near to hand.

“Use that for racing, do you?” he asked Joshua York.

York nodded.

Sour Billy spat. “Down here, when a cap’n gets into the

race and needs some more steam, he just has ’em chuck in

a nice fat nigger. Lard’s too expensive. You see, I know

something about steamers, too. Too bad we couldn’t save

Jean for a race.”

Kurt smiled at that, but Joshua York only stared, glowering.

Sour Billy didn’t like that look, not one bit, but before he

could say anything he heard the voice he’d been waiting for.

“YOU!”

Hairy Mike Dunne came swaggering in from the forecastle,

all six foot of him. Rain was dripping off the wide brim of his

black felt hat, and moisture beaded his black whiskers, and

his clothes were stuck to his body. His eyes were hard little

green marbles, and he had his iron club in hand, smacking it

up against his palm threateningly. Behind him stood a dozen

deckhands, stokers, and roustabouts. The big Swede was

there, and an even bigger nigger with one ear, and a wiry

mulatto with a two-by-four, and a couple guys with knives.

The mate came closer, and the others followed him. “Who

you burnin’ there, boy?” he roared. “What’s all this ’bout

yaller fever? Ain’t no yaller fever on this boat.”

“Do like I told you,” Sour Billy said to York in a low urgent

voice. He backed away from the furnace as the mate

advanced.



Joshua York stepped between them and raised his hands.

“Stop,” he said. “Mister Dunne, I’m discharging you, here

and now. You are no longer mate of the Fevre Dream.”

Dunne eyed him suspiciously. “I ain’t?” he said. Then he

grimaced. “Hell, you ain’t firin’ me!”

“I am the master and captain here.”

“Is you? Well, I takes orders from Cap’n Marsh. He tells me

to git, I git. Till then, I stay. An’ don’t tell me no lies ’bout

buyin’ him out. Heard them lies this mornin’.” He took

another step forward. “Now you git out of the way, Cap’n.

I’m gone git me some answers from Mister Sour Billy here.”

“Mister Dunne, there is sickness aboard this steamer. I am

discharging you for your own safety.” Joshua York lied with

real nice sincerity, Sour Billy thought. “Mister Tipton will be

the new mate. He’s already been exposed.”

“Him?” The iron billet smacked against the mate’s palm.

“He ain’t no steamboater.”

“Been an overseer,” Billy said. “I can handle niggers.” He

moved forward again.

Hairy Mike Dunne laughed.

Sour Billy felt cold all over. If there was one thing in the

world that he could not stand, it was being laughed at. Right

then and there he decided not to scare Dunne off after all.

Killing him would be much nicer. “You got all them niggers

and white trash behind you,” he said to the mate. “Looks to

me like you’re scared to face me by yourself.”

Dunne’s green eyes narrowed dangerously, and he

smacked his club into his palm even harder than before. He



came forward two quick steps, into the full glare of the

furnace, and stood there, awash in the hellish glow, peering

in at the burning corpse. Finally he turned to face Sour Billy

again. “Only him in there,” he said. “Thass good fo’ you. If

it’d been the Cap’n or Jeffers, I was gone break ever’ bone in

you body befo’ I kilt you. Now I’m jest gone kill you right

off.”

“No,” Joshua York said. He stepped in front of the mate

again. “Get off my steamer,” he said. “You’re discharged.”

Hairy Mike Dunne shoved him out of the way. “Stay out o’

this, Cap’n. Fair fight, jest me an’ him. If he whips me, he’s

mate. Only I’m gone bash his head in, an’ then you an’ me’ll

go find Cap’n Marsh and see who leaves this here

steamboat.”

Sour Billy reached behind him and pulled out his knife.

Joshua York looked from one to the other in despair. The

other men had all drawn back now, and were calling out

encouragement to Hairy Mike. Kurt moved forward smoothly

and pulled York out of the way, to keep him from interfering.

Bathed in the furnace light, Hairy Mike Dunne looked like

something straight out of hell, smoke curling up around him,

his skin flushed and reddish, the water drying on his hair,

his club smacking against his palm as he advanced. He

smiled. “I fought boys with knifes befo’,” he said,

punctuating his words with smacks. “Lots o’ dirty lil’ boys.”

Smack. “I been cut befo’ too.” Smack. “Cuts heal up, Sour

Billy.” Smack. “Bust heads, thass another thing.” Smack.

Smack. Smack.

Billy had been steadily retreating, until his back came up

hard against a stack of crates. The knife was loose in his



hand. Hairy Mike saw him cornered, and grinned, raising the

iron billet high overhead. He came forward roaring.

And Sour Billy Tipton tossed the knife in his hand, and

sent it slicing through the air. It caught Hairy Mike right

under his chin, driving up through his whiskers and into his

head. He went to his knees and blood came pouring out of

his mouth and then he pitched forward onto the deck.

“Well, well,” Sour Billy said, sauntering over to the body.

He kicked it in the head, and smiled, for the niggers and the

foreigners and for Kurt, but mostly for Joshua York. “Well,

well,” he repeated. “Guess that makes me mate.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

St. Louis,

September 1857

Abner Marsh slammed the door behind him when he came

stomping into the Pine Street office of the Fevre River Packet

Company. “Where is she?” Marsh demanded, striding across

the room and leaning on the desk to stare down at the

startled agent. A fly buzzed around his head, and Marsh

brushed it away impatiently. “I said where is she?”

The agent was a gaunt, dark young man in a striped shirt

and a green eyeshade. He was very flustered. “Why,” he

said, “why, Cap’n Marsh, why it’s a pleasure, I never

thought, that is, we didn’t expect you, no sir, Cap’n, not a

bit. Is the Fevre Dream come in, Cap’n?”

Abner Marsh snorted, straightened, and stamped his

walking stick on the bare wooden floor in disgust. “Mister

Green,” he said, “quit your goddamn babblin’ and pay

attention now. I asked you, where is she? Now, what do you

think I was asking about, Mister Green?”

The agent swallowed. “I reckon I don’t know, Cap’n.”



“The Fevre Dream!” Marsh bellowed, red in the face. “I

want to know where she is! She ain’t down by the landing, I

know that much, I got eyes. And I didn’t see her anywhere

along the goddamn river. Did she come in and leave again?

Did she steam up to St. Paul, or the Missouri? The Ohio?

Don’t look so damn thunderstruck, just tell me. Where’s my

goddamn steamer?”

“I don’t know, Cap’n,” said Green. “I mean, if you didn’t

bring her in, I got no idea. She’s never been in St. Louis, not

since you took her down the river back in July. But we heard

. . . we . . .”

“Yes? What?”

“The fever, sir. We heard yellow fever broke out on the

Fevre Dream down to Bayou Sara. Folks were dyin’ like flies,

we heard, just like flies. Mister Jeffers and you, we heard you

had it, too. That’s why I never expected . . . with everyone

dyin’ and all, we thought they’d burn her, Cap’n. The

steamer.” He slipped off his eyeshade and scratched his

head. “I guess you got over the fever, Cap’n. Glad to hear it.

Only . . . if the Fevre Dream ain’t with you, where is she? Are

you sure you didn’t come in on her, and maybe forget? I

hear the fever can make a man awful absentminded.”

Abner Marsh scowled. “I ain’t had the fever, and I sure as

hell can tell one steamboat from another, Mister Green. I

came in on the Princess. I was sick for a week or so, all right,

but it wasn’t no fever. I had the chills, on account of fallin’ in

the goddamn river and almost drownin’. That’s how I lost

the Fevre Dream, and now I aim to find her again, you hear

me?” He snorted. “Where’d you hear all this stuff about

yellow fever?”



“The crew, Cap’n, the ones who left her down in Bayou

Sara. Some of ’em came in when they arrived in St. Louis,

oh, ’bout a week ago it was. Some of ’em asked about jobs

on the Eli Reynolds, Cap’n, but of course she’s all full up, so

I had to let ’em go. I hope I done right. You weren’t here, of

course, nor Mister Jeffers, and I thought maybe you was

both dead, so I couldn’t get no instructions.”

“Never mind about that,” Marsh said. The news heartened

him somewhat. If Julian and his pack had taken over Marsh’s

steamer, at least some of his crew had gotten clear. “Who

was here?”

“Why, I saw Jack Ely, the second engineer, and some

waiters, and a couple of your strikers—Sam Kline and Sam

Thompson, it was. There was a few others.”

“Any of them still around?”

Green shrugged. “When I didn’t hire ’em, they went

looking around to other boats, Cap’n. I don’t know.”

“Damn,” Marsh said.

“Wait!” the agent said, raising a finger. “I know! Mister

Albright, the pilot, he was one of ’em told me about the

fever. He was here about four days ago, and he didn’t want

no job—he’s a lower river pilot, you know, so the Eli

Reynolds wasn’t for him. He said he was taking a room at

the Planters’ House until he could find a position on one of

the classier boats, a big side-wheeler like.”

“Albright, eh,” Marsh said. “What about Karl Framm? You

see him?” If Framm and Albright had both left the Fevre

Dream, the steamer shouldn’t be hard to find. Without

qualified pilots, she couldn’t move.



But Green shook his head. “No. Ain’t seen Mister Framm.”

Marsh’s hopes sank. If Karl Framm was still aboard her,

the Fevre Dream could be anywhere along the river. She

might have gone off any one of a number of tributaries, or

maybe the Fevre Dream had even steamed back down to

New Orleans while he was laid up in that woodyard south of

Bayou Sara. “I’m goin’ to pay a call on Dan Albright,” he told

the agent. “While I’m gone, I want you to write some letters.

To agents, pilots, anybody you know along the river, from

here to New Orleans. Ask about the Fevre Dream. Somebody

has got to have seen her. Steamer like that don’t just

vanish. You write those letters up this afternoon, you hear,

and get down to the landing and post them on the fastest

boats you see. I aim to find my steamer.”

“Yes, sir,” the agent said. He got out a stack of paper and

a pen, dipped it in the inkwell, and began to write.

The clerk at the Planters’ House desk bobbed his head in

greeting. “Why, it’s Cap’n Marsh,” he said. “Heard about

your misfortune, just awful, Bronze John’s a wicked one, that

he is. I’m glad you’re better, Cap’n, I truly am.”

“Never mind about that,” Marsh said, annoyed. “What

room is Dan Albright in?”

Albright had been polishing his boots. He let Marsh in with

a cool, polite nod of greeting, took his seat again, stuck an

arm into one boot, and resumed shining as if he’d never

been called to the door.

Abner Marsh sat down heavily and wasted no time with

pleasantries. “Why’d you leave the Fevre Dream?” he asked

bluntly.



“Fever, Cap’n,” Albright said. He studied Marsh briefly,

then went back to work on his boot without another word.

“Tell me about it, Mister Albright. I wasn’t there.”

Dan Albright frowned. “You weren’t? I understood you and

Mister Jeffers found the first sick man.”

“You understood wrong. Now tell me.”

Albright polished his boots and told him; the storm, the

supper, the body that Joshua York and Sour Billy Tipton and

the other man had carried through the saloon, the flight of

passengers and crew. He told it all in as few words as

possible. When he was finished, his boots were gleaming.

He slid them on.

“Everyone left?” Marsh said.

“No,” said Albright. “Some stayed. Some don’t know the

fever as well as I do.”

“Who?”

Albright shrugged. “Cap’n York. His friends. Hairy Mike.

The stokers and roustabouts, too. Reckon they were too

scared of Mike to run off. Specially down in slave country.

Whitey Blake might have stayed. You and Jeffers, I thought.”

“Mister Jeffers is dead,” said Marsh. Albright said nothing.

“What about Karl Framm?” Marsh asked.

“Can’t say.”

“You were partners.”

“We were different. I didn’t see him. I don’t know, Cap’n.”



Marsh frowned. “What happened after you took your

wages?”

“I spent a day in Bayou Sara, then took a ride with Cap’n

Leathers on the Natchez. I rode up to Natchez, looking over

the river, spent about a week there, then came on up to St.

Louis on the Robert Folk.”

“What happened to the Fevre Dream?”

“She left.”

“Left?”

“Steamed off, I figure. When I woke up, morning after the

fever broke out, she was gone from Bayou Sara.”

“Without a crew?”

“Must have been enough left to run her,” Albright said.

“Where’d she go?”

Albright shrugged. “Didn’t see her from the Natchez. I

could have missed her, though. Wasn’t looking. Maybe she

went downstream.”

“You’re really quite a goddamn help, Mister Albright,”

Marsh said.

Albright said, “Can’t tell you what I don’t know. Maybe

they burned her. The fever. Never should have given her

that name, I figure. Unlucky.”

Abner Marsh was losing patience. “She ain’t been

burned,” he said. “She’s on the river somewhere, and I’m

goin’ to find her. She ain’t unlucky neither.”



“I was the pilot, Cap’n. I saw it. Storms, fog, delays, and

then the fever. She was cursed, that boat. If I was you, I’d

give up on her. She’s no good for you. Godless.” He stood

up. “That reminds me, I got something belongs to you.” He

fetched out two books, and handed them to Marsh. “From

the Fevre Dream library,” he explained. “I played a game of

chess with Cap’n York back in New Orleans, and mentioned

that I liked poetry, and he gave me these a day later. When I

left, I took them along by mistake.”

Abner Marsh turned the books over in his hands. Poetry. A

volume of poems by Byron and one by Shelley. Just what he

needed, he thought. His steamboat was gone, vanished off

the river, and all he had left to show of her were two

goddamn books of poems. “Keep them,” he said to Dan

Albright.

Albright shook his head. “Don’t want them. Not the kind of

poems I like, Cap’n. Immoral, both of them. No wonder your

boat got struck down, carrying books like those.”

Abner Marsh slid the books into his pocket and stood up,

scowling. “I had about enough of that, Mister Albright. I

won’t hear that kind of talk about my boat. She’s as fine a

boat as any on the river, and she ain’t cursed. Ain’t no such

thing as curses. The Fevre Dream’s a real heller of . . .”

“That she is,” Dan Albright interrupted. He stood, too. “I

got to see about a berth,” he said, ushering Marsh toward

the door. Marsh let himself be ushered. But as Albright was

showing him out, the dapper little pilot said, “Cap’n Marsh,

leave it be.”

“What?”

“That steamer,” Albright said. “She’s no good for you. You

know the way I can smell a storm coming?”



“Yes,” Marsh said. Albright could smell storms better than

anyone Marsh had ever known.

“Sometimes I can smell other things too,” the pilot said.

“Don’t go looking for her, Cap’n. Forget about her. I figured

you was dead. You’re not. You ought to be thankful. Finding

the Fevre Dream won’t bring you no joy, Cap’n.”

Abner Marsh stared at him. “You can say that. You stood at

her wheel, and took her down the river, and you can say

that.”

Albright said nothing.

“Well, I ain’t lissening,” Marsh said. “That’s my steamboat,

Mister Albright, and someday I’m goin’ to pilot her myself,

I’m goin’ to run her against the Eclipse, you hear, and . . .

and . . .” Red-faced and angry, Marsh found himself choking

on his own tongue. He could not go on.

“Pride can be sinful, Cap’n,” Dan Albright said. “Leave it

be.” He closed the door, leaving Marsh out in the hallway.

Abner Marsh took his lunch in the Planters’ House dining

room, eating off by himself in the corner. Albright had

shaken him, and he found himself thinking the same

thoughts he had run through his head going upriver aboard

the Princess. He ate a leg of lamb in mint sauce, a mess of

turnips and snap beans, and three helpings of tapioca, but

even that didn’t calm him. As he drank his coffee, Marsh

wondered if maybe Albright wasn’t right. Here he was back

in St. Louis, just like he’d been before he met Joshua York in

this very same room. He still had his company, the Eli

Reynolds, and some money in the bank, too. He was an

upper river man; it had been a terrible mistake ever to go

down to New Orleans. His dream had turned into a

nightmare down there in slave country, in the hot fevered



south. But now it was over, his steamer had gone and

vanished, and if he wanted to he could just pretend that it

had never happened at all, that there had never been a

steamboat called the Fevre Dream, nor people named

Joshua York and Damon Julian and Sour Billy Tipton. Joshua

had come out of nowhere and now he was gone again. The

Fevre Dream hadn’t existed in April, and it didn’t seem to

exist now, as far as Marsh could see. A sane man couldn’t

believe that stuff anyhow, blood-drinking and skulking about

by night and bottles of some foul liquor. It had all been a

fever dream, Abner Marsh thought, but now the fever was

gone from him, now he could get on with his life here in St.

Louis.

Marsh ordered up some more coffee. They will go on

killing, he thought to himself as he drank it, they will go on

with the blood-drinking and the murder with no one to stop

them. “Can’t stop ’em anyway,” he muttered. He’d done his

best, him and Joshua and Hairy Mike and poor old Mister

Jeffers, who’d never raise an eyebrow or move a chessman

again. It hadn’t gotten them anywhere. And it wouldn’t do

no good to go to the authorities, not with a story about a

bunch of vampires who stole his steamboat. They’d just

believe that yellow fever yarn, and figure he’d gone soft in

the head, and maybe lock him up someplace.

Abner Marsh paid his bill and walked back to the office of

Fevre River Packets. The landing was crowded and bustling.

Above was a clear blue sky, and below was the river bright

and clean in the sunlight, and the air had a tang to it, a

scent of smoke and steam, and he heard the whistles of the

boats passing each other on the river, and the big brass bell

of a side-wheeler pulling in. The mates were bellowing and

the roustabouts were singing as they loaded freight, and

Abner Marsh stood and looked and listened. This was his

life, the other had been a fever dream indeed. The vampires



had been killing for thousands of years, Joshua had told him,

so how could Marsh hope to change it? Maybe Julian had

been right, anyway. It was their nature to kill. And it was

Abner Marsh’s nature to be a steamboatman, nothing more,

he wasn’t no fighter, York and Jeffers had tried to fight and

they’d paid for it.

When he entered the office, Marsh had just about decided

that Dan Albright was dead right. He would forget about the

Fevre Dream, forget everything that had happened, that

was the sensible thing to do. He’d just run his company and

maybe make some money, and in a year or two he might

have enough to build another boat, a bigger one.

Green was scurrying around the office. “I got twenty

letters out, Cap’n,” he said to Marsh. “Already posted, just

like you said.”

“Fine,” said Marsh, sinking into a chair. He almost sat on

the books of poems, jammed uncomfortably into his pocket.

He pulled them out, leafed through them quickly, glancing

at a few titles, then set them aside. They were poems all

right. Marsh sighed. “Fetch out the books, Mister Green,” he

said. “I want to take a look at ’em.”

“Yes, Cap’n,” Green said. He went over and pulled them

out. Then he saw something else, picked it up, and brought

it over to Marsh with the ledgers. “Oh,” he said, “I almost

forgot about this.” He handed Marsh a large package,

wrapped with brown paper and cord. “Some little man

brought this by about three weeks back, said you was

supposed to pick it up but never showed. I told him you

were still off with the Fevre Dream and paid him. I hope that

was all right.”



Abner Marsh frowned down at the package, snapped the

cord with a twist of his bare hand, and ripped away the

paper to open the box. Inside was a brand new captain’s

coat, white as the snow that covered the upper river in

winter, pure and clean, with a double row of flashing silver

buttons, and Fevre Dream written in raised letters on every

damn one. He took it out and the box fell to the floor and

suddenly, finally, the tears came.

“Get out!” roared Marsh. The agent took one look at his

face and was gone. Abner Marsh rose and put on the white

jacket, and buttoned up the silver buttons. It was a beautiful

fit. It was cool, much cooler than the heavy blue captain’s

coat he’d been wearing. There was no mirror in the office,

so Marsh couldn’t see what he looked like, but he could

imagine. In his mind he looked like Joshua York, he looked

fine and regal and sophisticated. The cloth was so brilliantly

white, he thought.

“I look like the cap’n of the Fevre Dream,”Marsh said

loudly, to himself. He stamped his stick hard on the floor,

and felt the blood run to his face, and he stood there

remembering. Remembering the way she’d looked in the

mists of New Albany. Remembering the way her mirrors

gleamed, remembering her silver, remembering the wild call

of her steam whistle and stroke of her engine, loud as a

thunderstorm. Remembering how she’d left the Southerner

far behind her, how she’d gulped down the Mary Kaye. He

remembered her people as well; Framm and his wild stories,

Whitey Blake spotted with grease, Toby killing chickens,

Hairy Mike roaring and cussing at the roustabouts and

deckhands, Jeffers playing chess, defeating Dan Albright for

the hundredth time. If Albright was so smart, Marsh thought,

how come he could never beat Jeffers at chess?



And Marsh recalled Joshua most of all, Joshua all in white,

Joshua sipping his liquor, Joshua sitting in the darkness and

spinning out his dreams. Gray eyes and strong hands and

poetry. “We all make our choices,” whispered the memory.

Morn came and went, and came, and brought no day.

“GREEN!” Abner Marsh roared at the top of his lungs.

The door opened and the agent poked his head in

nervously.

“I want my steamboat,” Marsh said. “Where the hell is

she?”

Green swallowed. “Cap’n, like I said, the Fevre Dream—”

“Not her!” Marsh said, stamping his stick down hard. “My

other steamboat. Where the hell is my other steamboat,

now that I need her?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Aboard the Steamer Eli Reynolds,

Mississippi River, 

October 1857

On a cool evening in early autumn, Abner Marsh and the Eli

Reynolds finally left St. Louis and headed downstream in

search of the Fevre Dream. Marsh would just as soon have

left several weeks earlier, but there had been too much to

do. He’d had to wait for the Eli Reynolds to get back from

her latest trip up the Illinois, and check her over to make

sure she was fit for the lower river, and hire himself a couple

of Mississippi pilots. Marsh had claims to settle as well, from

planters and shippers who’d entrusted St. Louis-bound

freight to the Fevre Dream down in New Orleans, and were

irate at the steamer’s disappearance. Marsh might have

insisted they share his loss, but he’d always prided himself

on being fair, so he paid them off fifty cents on the dollar.

There was also the unpleasant task of talking to Mister

Jeffers’ relations—Marsh figured he could hardly tell them

what had really happened, so he finally settled for the

yellow fever yarn. Other folks had brothers or sons or

husbands still unaccounted for and they pestered Marsh

with questions he couldn’t answer, and he had to deal with

a government inspector and a man from the pilots’

association, and he had accounts to square and books to go



over and preparations to make, and it all toted up into a

month of delay, frustration, and bother.

But all the while, Marsh kept on looking. When the letters

that Green had sent out on his behalf got no response, he

sent out more. He met incoming steamers as often as he

could find the time, and asked after the Fevre Dream, after

Joshua York, after Karl Framm and Whitey Blake and Hairy

Mike Dunne and Toby Lanyard. He hired a couple of

detectives and sent them downriver, with instructions to

find out what they could. He even borrowed a trick from

Joshua, and started buying newspapers from all up and

down the river system; he spent his nights poring over the

shipping columns, the advertisements, the lists of

steamboat arrivals and departures from cities as distant as

Cincinnati and New Orleans and St. Paul. He frequented the

Planters’ House and other river haunts even more than was

his custom, and asked a thousand questions.

And learned nothing. The Fevre Dream was gone, it

seemed, just plain gone from the river. No one had seen her.

No one had talked to Whitey Blake or Mister Framm or Hairy

Mike, or heard anything about them. The newspapers didn’t

list her coming or going.

“It ain’t sensible,” Marsh complained loudly to the officers

of the Eli Reynolds, a week before their departure. “She’s

three hundred sixty-foot long, brand new, fast enough to

make any steamboatman blink. A boat like that has got to

get noticed.”

“Unless she went down,” suggested Cat Grove, the Eli

Reynolds’ short, wiry mate. “There’s places on the river

deep enough to drown whole towns. Could be she sunk, with

all aboard.”



“No,” said Marsh stubbornly. He hadn’t told them the

whole story. He didn’t see how he could. None of them had

been aboard the Fevre Dream; they’d never believe him.

“No, she ain’t sunk. She’s down there somewhere, hidin’

from me. But I’m goin’ to find her.”

“How?” asked Yoerger, the captain of the Eli Reynolds.

“It’s a long river,” Marsh admitted, “and it’s got lots of

creeks and smaller rivers and bayous leadin’ off it, cutoffs,

and chutes, and bends, and all kinds of places a steamer

can hide where she won’t be seen easy. But it ain’t so long

that it can’t be searched. We can start at one end and go to

the other, and ask questions along the way, and if we reach

New Orleans and we still ain’t found her, then we can do the

same on the Ohio and the Missouri and the Illinois and the

Yazoo and the Red River and wherever the hell we got to go

to find that goddamned boat.”

“Could take a while,” said Yoerger.

“And if it does?”

Yoerger shrugged, and the officers of the Eli Reynolds

traded uncertain glances. Abner Marsh scowled. “Don’t you

worry your head about how long it’s goin’ to take,” he

snapped. “You just get my steamboat ready, you hear?”

“Yes sir, Cap’n,” Yoerger said. He was a tall, stooped,

gaunt old man with a quiet voice, and he’d been working

steamboats since there had been steamboats, so nothing

much surprised him anymore, and his tone said as much.

When the day came, Abner Marsh wore his white captain’s

coat with the double row of silver buttons. It seemed fitting

somehow. He ate himself a huge supper at the Planters’

House—the provisions on the Eli Reynolds weren’t too good,



and the cook was barely fit to scrub out Toby’s fry pans—

and walked down to the landing.

The Eli Reynolds had her steam up, Marsh saw with

approval. Still, she didn’t look like much. She was an upper

river boat, built small and narrow and low for the shallow

tight streams where she had to ply her trade. She was less

than a fourth as long as the vanished Fevre Dream, and

about half as wide, and full-loaded she could carry maybe

150 tons of cargo, against the thousand tons of the larger

steamer. The Reynolds had only two decks; there was no

texas, and the crew occupied the forward portion of the

cabins on the boiler deck. She seldom had any cabin

passengers anyway. A single big high-pressure boiler drove

her stern wheel, and she was as plain as all get out. She was

near empty of cargo now, so Marsh could see the boiler,

sitting well forward. Rows of plain whitewashed wooden

pillars supported the upper decks, looking like rickety stilts,

and the columns that held up the weathered promenade

roof were square and simple, plain as a picket fence. The aft

wheelhouse was a big square wooden box, the stern wheel a

sorry-looking afterthought, its red paint faded and streaked

from long use. Elsewhere paint was flaking. The pilot house

was a damn wood-and-glass outhouse set atop the

steamboat, and the stubby chimneys were unadorned black

iron. The Eli Reynolds showed her age sitting there in the

water; she looked terribly weary and a bit lopsided, as if she

was about to keel over and sink.

She was a damn unlikely match for the huge, powerful

Fevre Dream. But she was all he had now, Abner Marsh

reflected, and she would have to do. He walked on down to

the steamer and climbed aboard, across a stage that had

been badly worn by the tread of countless boots. Cat Grove

met him on the forecastle. “All ready, Cap’n.”



“Tell the pilot to take her out,” Marsh said. Grove shouted

up the order, and the Eli Reynolds sounded its whistle. The

blast was thin and plaintive, and hopelessly brave, Marsh

thought. He clomped up the steep, narrow stair to the main

cabin, which was dim and cramped-feeling, barely forty foot

long. The carpet was bare in spots, and the landscapes

painted on the stateroom doors had long since faded into

dullness. The whole interior of the steamer had an odor

about it of stale food and sour wine and oil and smoke and

sweat. It was unpleasantly hot, too, and the single plain

skylight was too grimed-over to admit much light. Yoerger

and the off-duty pilot were drinking cups of black coffee at a

round table when Marsh entered. “My lard aboard?” Marsh

asked.

Yoerger nodded.

“Not much else aboard, that I saw,” Marsh commented.

Yoerger frowned. “I figured you’d like it that way, Cap’n.

Loaded up, we’d be slower, and there’d be more stops to

make, too.”

Abner Marsh pondered that, and nodded in approval.

“Good,” he said. “Makes sense. My other package get

delivered?”

“In your cabin,” Yoerger said.

Marsh took his leave and retired to his stateroom. The

bunk creaked beneath him when he sat down on its edge,

opened the package, and took out the rifle and shells. He

examined it carefully, hefting it in his hand, sighting down

the barrel. It felt good. Maybe your ordinary pistol or rifle

shot was nothing to the night folks, but this was something

else again, custom made to his order by the best gunsmith

in St. Louis. It was a buffalo gun, with a short, wide,



octagonal barrel, designed to be fired from horseback and

stop a charging buffalo in its tracks. The fifty custom shells

were bigger than any the gunsmith had ever made before.

“Hell,” the man had complained, “these’ll blow your game

to pieces, won’t be nothing left to et.” Abner Marsh had only

nodded. The rifle wouldn’t be worth much for accuracy,

especially in Marsh’s hands, but it didn’t need to be. At

close range it would wipe Damon Julian’s smile clean off his

face, and blow his goddamn head off his shoulders for good

measure. Marsh carefully loaded it up, and mounted it on

the wall above his bed, where he could sit up and snatch it

down in one easy motion. Only then did he let himself lie

back.

And so it began. Day after day the Eli Reynolds steamed

downriver, through rain and fog, through sunshine and

overcast, stopping at every town and steamboat landing

and woodyard to ask a question or two. Abner Marsh sat up

on the hurricane deck, in a wooden chair beside the

steamer’s old cracked bell, and watched the river for hour

after hour. Sometimes he even took his meals up there.

When he had to sleep, Captain Yoerger or Cat Grove or the

mud-clerk took his place, and the vigil went on. When rafts

and flatboats and other steamers went sliding by, Marsh

called out, “You there! You seen a steamer named the Fevre

Dream?” But the answer, when he got an answer, always

came back, “No, Cap’n, we sure ain’t,” and the folks on the

landings and in the woodyards told them nothing, and the

river was full of steamboats, steamboats day and night,

steamboats big and little, going up the river or down it or

lying half-sunk by the banks, but none of them were the

Fevre Dream.

She was a slow small boat on a big river, the Eli Reynolds,

and she crept along at a pace that would make most

steamboatmen ashamed, and her stops and her questions



delayed her even more. But still the towns passed, the

woodyards passed, the forests and the houses and other

steamboats drifted on by in a blur of days and nights,

islands and sandbars were left behind them, their pilot

steered them deftly past the snags and sawyers, and they

moved south, ever south. Sainte Genevieve came and went,

Cape Girardeau and Crosno went by, they put in for a bit at

Hickman and longer at New Madrid. Caruthersville was lost

in fog, but they found it. Osceola was still and Memphis was

loud. Helena. Rosedale. Arkansas City. Napoleon. Greenville.

Lake Providence.

When the Eli Reynolds came steaming into Vicksburg one

blustery October morning, two men were waiting on the

landing.

Abner Marsh sent most of the crew ashore. He and

Captain Yoerger and Cat Grove met with the visitors in the

main cabin of the steamer. One of the men was a big, hard

sort with red muttonchop whiskers and a head bald as a

pigeon’s egg, dressed in a black broadcloth suit. The other

was a slender, well-dressed black man with piercing dark

eyes. Marsh sat them down and served them coffee. “Well?”

he demanded. “Where is she?”

The bald man blew on his coffee and scowled. “Don’t

know.”

“I paid you to find my steamer,” Marsh said.

“She ain’t to be found, Cap’n Marsh,” the black man said.

“Hank and me looked, I tell you that.”

“Ain’t sayin’ we found nothin’,” the bald man said. “Only

that we ain’t got the steamer pinned down yet.”

“All right,” Abner Marsh said. “Tell me what you found.”



The black man pulled a sheet of paper from inside his

jacket and unfolded it. “Most of your steamer’s crew and

near all her passengers left at Bayou Sara, after that yaller

fever scare. Next morning, your Fevre Dream steamed out.

Went upriver, from all accounts. We found some woodyard

niggers who swear she wooded up with ’em. Maybe they

was lyin’, but I can’t see why. So we know the direction your

steamer went in. We got enough folks to swear they seen

her go by. Or they think they did, anyway.”

“Only she never reached Natchez,” his partner put in.

“That’s . . . what . . . eight, ten hours upriver.”

“Less,” said Abner Marsh. “The Fevre Dream was a damn

fast boat.”

“Fast or not, she got herself lost ’tween Bayou Sara and

Natchez.”

“The Red River branches off in there,” Marsh said.

The black man nodded. “But your boat ain’t been in

Shreveport nor Alexandria neither, and none of the

woodyards we checked can recall any Fevre Dream.”

“Damn,” said Marsh.

“Maybe she did sink,” Cat Grove suggested.

“We got more,” said the bald detective. He took a swallow

of coffee. “Your steamer was never seen in Natchez, you

understand. But some of the folks you were lookin’ for

were.”

“Go on.” Marsh said.



“We spent a lot of time on Silver Street,” he said. “Askin’

around. Man called Raymond Ortega, he was known there,

and he was on your list, too. He came back one night, early

in September, paid a social call to one of the nabobs on top

of the hill, and a lot of calls down under the hill. Had four

other men with him. One of ’em fits your description of this

Sour Billy Tipton. They stayed about a week. Did some

interesting things. Hired a lot of men, whites, colored, didn’t

matter. You know the kind of men you can hire from

Natchez-under-the-hill.”

Abner Marsh knew all right. Sour Billy Tipton had scared

off Marsh’s crew and replaced them with a gang of

cutthroats like himself. “Steamboatmen?” he asked.

The bald man nodded. “There’s more. This Tipton visited

Fork-in-the-Road.”

“It’s a big slave mart,” the black partner said.

“He bought a mess of slaves. Paid with gold.” The bald

man pulled a twenty-dollar gold piece from his pocket and

set it on the table. “Like this. Bought some other stuff back

in Natchez, too. Paid the same way.”

“What kind of stuff?” Marsh asked.

“Slaver’s stuff,” the black man said. “Manacles. Chains.

Hammers.

“Some paint, too,” said the other.

And suddenly the truth of it burst on Abner Marsh like a

shower of fireworks. “Jesus God,” he swore. “Paint! No

wonder no one has seen her. Goddamn. They’re smarter

than I thought, and I’m an eggsuckin’ fool not to have seen



it straight off!” He slammed his big fist down on the table

hard enough to make the coffee cups jump.

“We figure just what you’re thinkin’,” the bald man said.

“They painted her. Changed her name.”

“A little paint ain’t enough to change a famous steamer,”

objected Yoerger.

“No,” said Abner Marsh, “but she wasn’t famous yet. Hell,

we made one damn trip down the river, never did make it

back up. How many folks goin’ to recognize her? How many

even heard of her? There’s new boats comin’ out most

every day. Slap a new name on her wheelhouse, maybe

some new colors here and there, you got a new boat.”

“But the Fevre Dream was big,”said Yoerger. “And fast,

you said.”

“Lots of big steamers on the damn river,” Marsh said. “Oh,

she was bigger than nearly all of them except the Eclipse,

but how many folks can tell that at a look, without another

boat to measure her by? As for fast, hell, it’s easy enough to

keep her times down. That way she don’t get talked about.”

Marsh was furious. That was just what they’d do, he knew;

run her slow, at well under her capability, and thereby keep

her inconspicuous. Somehow that seemed obscene to him.

“Problem is,” the bald man said, “there ain’t no way for us

to know what name they painted on her. So findin’ her ain’t

goin’ to be easy. We can board ever’ boat on the river,

lookin’ for these people you want, but . . .” He shrugged.

“No,” Abner Marsh said. “I’ll find her easier than that. No

amount of paint is goin’ to change the Fevre Dream so I

can’t tell her when I see her. We got this far, now we keep

goin’, all the way down to New Orleans.” Marsh tugged at



his beard. “Mister Grove,” he said, turning to the mate,

“fetch me those pilots of ours. They’re lower river men, they

ought to know the steamers down here pretty well. Ask ’em

if they’ll go over those piles of newspapers I been savin’,

and check off any boat that’s strange to ’em.”

“Sure thing, Cap’n,” Grove said.

Abner Marsh turned back to the detectives. “I won’t be

needin’ you gentlemen any more, I don’t believe,” he said.

“But if you should happen to run into that steamer, you

know how to reach me. I’ll see that you get well paid.” He

stood up. “Now if you’ll come back to the clerk’s office, I’ll

give you the rest of what I owe you.”

They spent the rest of the day tied up at Vicksburg. Marsh

had just finished supper—a plate of fried chicken, sadly

underdone, and some tired potatoes—when Cat Grove

pulled up a chair next to him, a piece of paper in hand. “It

took them most of the day, Cap’n, but they done it,” Grove

said. “There’s too damn many boats, though. Must have

been thirty neither of ’em knew. I went over the papers

myself, checkin’ the advertisements and such to see what

they said about the size of the boats, who the masters were,

that kind of thing. Some names I recognized, and I was able

to cross off a lot of stern-wheelers and undersized boats.”

“How many left?”

“Just four,” said Grove. “Four big side-wheelers that

nobody’s ever heard of.” He handed the list to Abner Marsh.

The names were printed out carefully in block capitals, one

beneath the other.

B. SCHROEDER

QUEEN CITY



OZYMANDIAS

F. D. HECKINGER

Marsh stared at the paper for a long time, frowning.

Something there ought to mean something to him, he knew,

but he couldn’t figure out what or why for the life of him.

“Make any sense, Cap’n?”

“It ain’t the B. Schroeder,”Marsh said suddenly. “They

were puttin’ her together up to New Albany the same time

they were workin’ on the Fevre Dream.” He scratched his

head.

“That last boat,” Grove said, pointing, “look at those

initials, Cap’n. F. D. Like for Fevre Dream, maybe.”

“Maybe,” Marsh said. He said the names aloud. “F. D.

Heckinger. Queen City. Ozy—” That one was hard. He was

glad he didn’t have to spell it. “Ozy-man-dee-us.”

Then Abner Marsh’s mind, his slow deliberate mind that

never forgot anything, chucked the answer up in front of

him, like a piece of driftwood thrown up by the river. He’d

puzzled over that damn word before, very briefly and not so

long ago, when flipping through a book. “Wait,” he said to

Grove. He rose and strode off to his cabin. The books were

in the bottom drawer of his chest of drawers.

“What’s that?” Grove asked when Marsh returned.

“Goddamn poems,” Marsh said. He flipped through Byron,

found nothing, turned to Shelley. And it was there in front of

him. He read it over quickly, leaned back, frowned, read it

over again.

“Cap’n Marsh?” Grove said.



“Listen to this,” Marsh said. He read aloud:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

“What is it?”

“A poem,” said Abner Marsh. “It’s a goddamn poem.”

“But what does it mean?”

“It means,” said Marsh, closing the book, “that Joshua is

feelin’ sorry and beaten. You wouldn’t understand why,

though, Mister Grove. The important thing that it means is

that we’re lookin’ for a steamboat name of Ozymandias.”

Grove brought out another slip of paper. “I wrote down

some stuff from the papers,” he explained, squinting at his

own writing. “Let’s see, that Ozy . . . Ozy . . . whatever it is,

it’s workin’ the Natchez trade. Master named J. Anthony.”

“Anthony,” said Marsh. “Hell. Joshua’s middle name was

Anton. Natchez, you say?”

“Natchez to New Orleans, Cap’n.”

“We’ll stay here for the night. Tomorrow, come dawn, we

make for Natchez. You hear that, Mister Grove? I don’t want

to waste a minute of light. When that damn sun comes up, I

want our steam up too, so we’re ready to move.” Maybe

poor Joshua had nothing left but despair, but Abner Marsh



had a lot more than that. There were accounts that wanted

settling, and when he was through, there wasn’t going to be

any more left of Damon Julian than was left of that damned

statue in the poem.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Aboard the Steamer Eli Reynolds,

Mississippi River, 

October 1857

Abner Marsh did not sleep that night. He spent the long

hours of darkness in his chair on the hurricane deck, his

back to the smoky lights of Vicksburg, looking out over the

river. The night was cool and quiet, the water like black

glass. Once in a while some steamer would heave into view,

wreathed in flame and smoke and cinders, and the

tranquility would shatter while she passed. But then the

boat would tie up or steam on, the sound of her whistle

would die away, and the darkness would mend itself, grow

smooth once again. The moon was a silver dollar floating on

the water, and Marsh heard wet creaking sounds from the

tired Eli Reynolds, and occasionally a voice or a footfall or

maybe a snatch of song from Vicksburg, and always

beneath it all the sound of the river, the rush of the endless

waters surging past, pushing at his boat, trying to take her

with them, south, south, to where the night folks and the

Fevre Dream were waiting.

Marsh felt strangely filled with the night’s beauty, with the

dark loveliness that Joshua’s gimp Britisher had been so

moved by. He tilted his chair back against the old steamer’s



bell and gazed out over the moon and stars and river,

thinking that maybe this would be the last moment of peace

he would ever know. For tomorrow, or the day after for sure,

they would find the Fevre Dream, and the summer’s

nightmare would begin again.

His head was full of forebodings, full of memories and

visions. He kept seeing Jonathon Jeffers, him with his sword

cane, so damned cocksure and so damned helpless when

Julian ran right up the blade. He heard the sound the clerk’s

neck made when Julian snapped it, and remembered the

way Jeffers’ spectacles had fallen off, the wink of gold as

they tumbled to the deck, the terrible small sound that they

had made. His big hands clenched tight around his walking

stick. Against the dark river, he saw other things as well.

That tiny hand impaled on a knife, dripping blood. Julian

drinking Joshua’s dark potion. The wet smears on Hairy

Mike’s iron billet when it had done its grisly work in the

stateroom. Abner Marsh was afraid, afraid as he’d never

been. To banish the specters that drifted across the night,

he called up his own dream, a vision of him standing with

the buffalo gun in hand at the door of the captain’s cabin.

He heard the gun roar and felt its awful kick, and saw

Damon Julian’s pale smile and dark curls burst apart, like a

melon thrown from a height, a melon filled with blood.

But somehow, even when the face was gone and the

smoke of the gun had blown away, the eyes were still there,

staring, beckoning, waking things in him, anger and hatred

and darker deeper feelings. The eyes were black as hell

itself and filled with red, chasms endless and eternal as his

river, calling to him, stirring his own lusts, his own red thirst.

They floated before him, and Abner Marsh stared into them,

into the warm black, and saw his answer there, saw the way

to end them, better and surer than sword canes or stakes or

buffalo guns.



Fire. Out on the river, the Fevre Dream was burning. Abner

Marsh felt it all. The terrible sudden roar that ripped at the

ears, worse than any thunder. The billows of flame and

smoke, the burning chunks of wood and coal spilling

everywhere, scalding-hot steam bursting free, clouds of

white death enveloping the boat, the walls blowing out and

burning, bodies flying through the air afire or half-cooked,

the chimneys cracking, collapsing, the screams, the steamer

listing and sinking into the river, sizzling and hissing and

smoking, charred corpses floating face down amid the

debris, the great side-wheeler coming apart until nothing

was left but burnt wood and a chimney sticking up crookedly

from the water. In the dream, when her boilers went, the

name painted on her was still Fevre Dream.

It would be easy, Abner Marsh knew. A consignment of

freight for New Orleans; they’d never suspect. Barrels of

explosives, stowed down on the main deck carelessly near

the red-hot furnaces and all those huge, unruly high-

pressure boilers. He could arrange it, and that would be the

end for Julian and all the night folks. A fuse, a timer, it could

be done.

Abner Marsh closed his eyes. When he opened them

again, the burning steamer was gone, the sounds of the

screams and the boiler explosion had faded, and the night

was quiet once again. “Can’t,” he said aloud to himself,

“Joshua is still aboard her. Joshua.” And others as well, he

hoped: Whitey Blake, Karl Framm, Hairy Mike Dunne and his

rousters. And there was his lady herself to consider, his

Fevre Dream. Marsh had a glimpse of a quiet bend of river

on a night like tonight, and two great steamers running side

by side, plumes of smoke behind them flattened by their

speed, fires crowning their stacks, their wheels turning

furiously. As they came on and on, one began to move

ahead, a little now, then more and more, until she had



opened up a boat’s length lead. She was still pulling away

when they passed out of sight, and Marsh saw the names

written on them, and the leader was Fevre Dream, her flags

flying as she moved upriver swift and serene, and behind

came the Eclipse, glittering even in defeat. I will make it

happen, Abner Marsh told himself.

The crew of the Eli Reynolds had largely returned by

midnight. Marsh watched them straggle in from Vicksburg,

and heard Cat Grove direct the wooding-up operation in the

moonlight, with a series of short, snapped commands. Hours

later, the first wisps of smoke began to curl upward from the

steamer’s chimneys, as the engineer fired her up. Dawn was

still an hour off. It was about then that Yoerger and Grove

appeared on the hurricane deck, with chairs of their own

and a pot of coffee. They took seats next to Marsh in

silence, and poured him a cup. It was hot and black. He

sipped it gratefully.

“Well, Cap’n Marsh,” Yoerger said after a time. His long

face was gray and tired. “Don’t you think it’s time you told

us what this is all about?”

“Since we got back to St. Louis,” added Cat Grove, “you

been talkin’ nothin’ but gettin’ back your boat. Tomorrow,

maybe, we’ll have her. What then? You ain’t told us much,

Cap’n, ’cept that you don’t intend to bring in no police. Why

is that, if your boat was stole?”

“Same reason I ain’t told you, Mister Grove. They wouldn’t

believe my story for a minute.”

“Crew’s curious,” said Grove. “Me, too.”

“It ain’t none of their business,” said Marsh. “I own this

steamboat, don’t I? You work for me, and them too. Just do

like I tell you.”



“Cap’n Marsh,” said Yoerger, “this old gal and I been on

the river some years now. You gave her over to me soon as

you got your second steamer, the old Nick Perrot I believe it

was, back in ’52. I took care of this lady ever since then, and

you haven’t relieved me, no sir. If I’m fired, why, tell me so.

If I’m still your captain, then tell me what I’m taking my

steamer into. I deserve that much.”

“I told Jonathon Jeffers,” said Marsh, seeing the little glint

of gold once again, “and he died on account of it. Maybe

Hairy Mike too, I don’t know.”

Cat Grove leaned forward gracefully and refilled Marsh’s

cup with lukewarm coffee from the pot. “Cap’n,” he said,

“from the little you told us, you ain’t sure whether Mike is

alive or not, but that ain’t the point. You ain’t sure ’bout

some others as well. Whitey Blake, that pilot of yours, all

them that stayed on the Fevre Dream. You tell all them,

too?”

“No,” Marsh admitted.

“Then it don’t make no mind,” said Grove.

“If there is danger downriver, we have a right to know,”

said Yoerger.

Abner Marsh thought on that, and saw the justice in it.

“You’re right,” he said, “but you ain’t goin’ to believe it. And

I can’t have you leavin’. I need this steamer.”

“We ain’t goin’ nowhere,” said Grove. “Tell us the story.”

So Abner Marsh sighed and told the story once again.

When he was finished he stared at their faces. Both wore

guarded expressions, careful, noncommittal.



“It is hard to credit,” said Yoerger.

“I believe it,” said Grove. “Ain’t no harder to believe than

ghosts. I seen ghosts myself, hell, dozens of times.”

“Cap’n Marsh,” said Yoerger, “you’ve talked a lot about

finding the Fevre Dream, and seldom about your intentions

after you find her. Do you have a plan?”

Marsh thought of the fire, the boilers roaring and blowing,

the screams of his enemies. He pushed the thought away.

“I’m takin’ back my boat,” he said. “You seen my gun. Once

I blow Julian’s head off, I figure Joshua can take care of the

rest.”

“You say you tried that, with Jeffers and Dunne, back when

you still controlled the steamer and its crew. Now, if your

detectives were right, the boat’s full of slaves and

cutthroats. You can’t get aboard without being recognized.

How will you get to Julian?”

Abner Marsh had not really given the matter much

thought. But now that Yoerger had raised the point, it was

plain to see that he couldn’t hardly just stomp across the

stage, buffalo gun in hand, alone, which is what he’d more

or less intended. He thought on it a moment. If he could get

aboard somehow as a passenger . . . but Yoerger was right,

that was impossible. Even if he shaved, there was no one on

the river looked even approximately like Abner Marsh. “We’ll

go in force,” Marsh said after a brief hesitation. “I’ll take the

whole damn crew of the Reynolds. Julian and Sour Billy

probably figure I’m dead; we’ll surprise them. By day, of

course. I ain’t takin’ no more chances with the light. None of

the night folks ever seen the Eli Reynolds, and I reckon only

Joshua ever heard the name. We’ll steam right up next to

her, wherever we find her landed, and we’ll wait for a good



bright sunny morning, and then me and all those who’ll

come with me will march over. Scum is scum, and whatever

dregs Sour Billy found in Natchez ain’t goin’ to risk their

skins against guns and knives. Maybe we’ll have to take

care of Billy hisself, but then the way’s clear. This time I’ll

make goddamn sure it’s Julian before I blow his head off.”

He spread his hands. “Satisfactory?”

“Sounds good,” said Grove. Yoerger looked more dubious.

But neither of them had any other suggestions worth a

damn, so after a brief discussion, they agreed to his plan. By

then dawn had brushed the bluffs and hills of Vicksburg, and

the Eli Reynolds had her steam up. Abner Marsh rose and

stretched, feeling remarkably fit for a man who hadn’t slept

a wink all night. “Take ’er out,” he said loudly to the pilot,

who had passed them on his way to the plain little pilot

house. “Natchez!”

Deckhands cast loose the ropes that tied her to the

landing, and the stern-wheeler backed out, reversed her

paddle, and pushed out into the channel while red and gray

shadows began to chase each other across the eastern

shore, and the clouds in the west turned rose.

For the first two hours, they made good time, past

Warrenton and Hard Times and Grand Gulf. Three or four

larger steamers passed them up, but that was to be

expected; the Eli Reynolds wasn’t built for racing. Abner

Marsh was satisfied enough with her progress so that he

took himself below for thirty minutes, long enough to check

and clean his gun and make sure it was loaded, and eat a

quick breakfast of hotcakes and blueberries and fried eggs.

Between St. Joseph and Rodney, the sky began to overcast,

which Marsh didn’t like one bit. A short time later, a small

storm broke over the river, not enough thunder nor lightning

nor rain to hurt a fly, Marsh thought, but the pilot respected



it enough to keep them tied up for a hour at a woodyard,

while Marsh prowled the boat restlessly. Framm or Albright

would have just pushed on through the weather, but you

couldn’t expect to get a lightnin’ pilot on a boat like this.

The rain was cold and gray. When it finally ended, however,

there was a nice rainbow in the sky, which Marsh liked quite

a lot, and still more than enough time to reach Natchez

before dark.

Fifteen minutes after casting off again, the Eli Reynolds

fetched up hard against a sandbar.

It was a stupid, frustrating mistake. The young pilot,

barely past being a cub, had tried to make up some lost

time by running an uncertain cutoff instead of staying with

the main channel, which made a wide bend to the east. A

month or two back it might have been a slick bit of piloting,

but now the river stage was too low, even for a steamer

drawing as little as the Eli Reynolds.

Abner Marsh swore and fumed and stomped about angrily,

especially when it became clear that they couldn’t back her

clear of the bar. Cat Grove and his men fetched out the

winches and grasshopper poles and set to. It rained on them

a couple times, just to make things more difficult, but four-

and-a-half wet, weary hours later, the pilot started the stern

wheel up again and the Eli Reynolds wrenched herself

forward with a spray of mud and sand, shaking like she was

about to fall to pieces. And then she was afloat. Her whistle

blew in triumph.

They crept along the cutoff cautiously for another half-

hour, but once they regained the river, the current took hold

of them and the Reynolds picked up speed. She shot

downriver smoking and rattling like the very devil, but there

was no way to make up the time she’d lost.



Abner Marsh was sitting on the faded yellow couch in the

pilot house when they first glimpsed the city, up ahead on

its bluffs. He set down his coffee cup on top of the big pot-

bellied stove and stood behind the pilot, who was busy

making a crossing. Marsh paid him no mind; his eyes were

on the distant landing, where twenty or more steamers were

nuzzling up against Natchez-under-the-hill.

She was there, as he had known she’d be.

Marsh knew her right off. She was the biggest boat on the

landing, and stuck out a good fifty feet beyond her nearest

rival, and her stacks were tallest, too. As the Eli Reynolds

drew nearer, Marsh saw that they hadn’t changed her much.

She was still mostly blue and white and silver, though they’d

painted her wheelhouses a tawdry bright red, like the lips of

a Natchez whore. Her name was spelled out in yellow

lettering curved around the side of the paddlebox, crudely;

OZYMANDIAS, it said. Marsh scowled. “See the big one

there?” he said to the pilot, pointing. “You put us close to

her as you can, you hear?”

“Yessuh, Cap’n.”

Marsh looked at the town ahead with distaste. Already the

shadows were growing in the streets, and the river waters

wore the scarlet and gold tinge of sunset. It was cloudy too,

too damn cloudy. They had lost too much time at the

woodyard and the cutoff, he thought, and sunset came a lot

earlier in October than in summer.

Captain Yoerger had entered the pilot house and moved to

his side, and now he put words to Marsh’s thoughts. “You

can’t go tonight, Cap’n Marsh. It’s too late. It will be dark in

less than an hour. Wait till tomorrow.”



“What kind of damned fool you take me for?” Marsh said.

“Course I’ll wait. I made that damn mistake once, I ain’t

makin’ it again.” He stamped his walking stick hard against

the deck in frustration. Yoerger started to say something

else, but Marsh wasn’t listening. He was still studying the

big side-wheeler by the landing. “Hell,” he said suddenly.

“What’s wrong?”

Marsh pointed with his hickory stick. “Smoke,” he said.

“Damn them, they got her steam up! She must be leavin’.”

“Don’t be rash,” Yoerger cautioned. “If she leaves, she

leaves, but we’ll catch up to her somewhere else

downriver.”

“They must run her by night,” Marsh said, “tie up during

the day. I should have figured that.” He turned to the pilot.

“Mister Norman,” he said, “don’t you land after all. Keep

goin’ downstream and put in at the first woodyard you see,

wait till that boat there passes you by. Then follow her, well

as you can. She’s a hell of a lot faster’n the Reynolds, so

don’t you worry if she loses you, just keep on downriver as

close behind her as you can.”

“Whatever you say, Cap’n,” the pilot replied. He swung

the worn wooden wheel hand over hand, and the Eli

Reynolds turned her head abruptly and began to angle back

out into the channel.

They had been at the woodyard for ninety minutes, and it

had been full night for at least twenty, when the Fevre

Dream came steaming past. Marsh shivered when he saw

her approach. The huge side-wheeler moved downriver with

a terrible liquid grace, a quiet smoothness that reminded

him somehow of Damon Julian and the way he walked. She

was half-dark. The main deck glowed a faint reddish-pink



from the fires of her furnaces, but only a few of the cabin

windows on the boiler deck were lit up, and the texas was

entirely black, as was the pilot house. Marsh thought he

could see a solitary figure up there, standing at the wheel,

but she was too far off to be sure. The moon and stars

shone pale on her white paint and silver trim, and the red

wheelhouses looked obscene. As she passed by, another

steamer’s lights appeared way downstream, ascending

toward her, and they called out to one another in the night.

Marsh would have known her whistle anywhere, he thought,

but now it seemed to him that it had a cold and mournful

sound to it that he had never heard before, a melancholy

wail that spoke of pain and despair.

“Keep your distance,” he said to his pilot, “but follow her.”

A deckhand cast off the rope holding them to the

woodyard’s snubbing post, and the Eli Reynolds swallowed a

mess of tar and pine-knots and snorted out into the river

after her larger, wayward cousin. A minute or two later, the

stranger steamer ascending toward Natchez crossed the

Fevre Dream and steamed toward them, sounding a deep

three-toned blast on her whistle. The Reynolds answered,

but her call sounded so thin and weak compared to the

Fevre Dream’s wild shrill that it filled Marsh with unease.

He had expected that the Fevre Dream would outdistance

them within minutes, but it did not turn out that way. The Eli

Reynolds steamed downstream in her wake for two solid

hours. She lost the bigger boat a half-dozen times around

river bends, but always caught sight of her again within

minutes. The distance between the two steamboats

widened, but so gradually that it was hardly worth

mentioning. “We’re runnin’ full out, or near it,” Marsh said to

Captain Yoerger, “but they’re just loafin’. Unless they turn

up the Red River, I reckon they’ll stop at Bayou Sara. That’s

where we’ll catch ’em.” He smiled. “Fittin’, ain’t it?”



With eighteen big boilers to heat and a lot of boat to

move, the Fevre Dream ate up a lot more wood than her

small shadow. She stopped to wood up several times, and

each time the Eli Reynolds crept up on her a bit, although

Marsh was careful to have his pilot slow to quarter-speed so

as not to catch the side-wheeler while she was taking on

wood. The Reynolds herself stopped once to load up her

neary-empty main deck with twenty cords of fresh-cut

beech, and when she pushed back out into the river the

lights of the Fevre Dream had receded to a vague reddish

blur on the black waters ahead. But Marsh ordered a barrel

of lard chucked into the furnace, and the burst of heat and

steam soon made up most of the lost distance.

Near where the mouth of the Red River emptied into the

wider Mississippi, a comfortable mile separated the two

steamers. Marsh had just brought a fresh pot of coffee up to

the pilot house, and was helping the pilot drink it, when the

man squinted over the wheel and said, “Take a look here,

Cap’n, appears the current’s pushin’ her sideways. Ain’t no

crossing to be made there.”

Marsh put down his cup and looked. The Fevre Dream

looked a lot closer all of a sudden, he thought, and the pilot

was right, he could see a good portion of her larboard side.

If she wasn’t making a crossing, maybe the waters rushing

in from the lesser river were responsible for her sheer, but

he didn’t see how a decent pilot would allow that. “She’s

just anglin’ round a snag or a bar,” Marsh said, but there

was no certainty in his tone. As he watched, the side-

wheeler seemed to turn even more, so she was practically

at cross angles to them. He could read the lettering on her

wheelhouse in the moonlight. She almost looked like she

was drifting, but the smoke and sparks still steamed from

her stacks, and now her bow was swinging into view.



“Goddamn,” Marsh said loudly. He felt as cold as if he’d

just taken another fall into the river. “She’s turnin’. Damn it

all to hell! She’s turnin’!”

“What should I do, Cap’n?” asked the pilot.

Abner Marsh did not answer. He was watching the Fevre

Dream with fear in his heart. A stern-wheeler like the Eli

Reynolds had two ways to reverse directions, both of them

clumsy. If the channel was wide enough, she could round to

in a big U, but that took a lot of room and a lot of push.

Otherwise she had to stop and reverse her paddle, back and

turn, stop again and start forward to complete the

turnabout. Either way took time, and Marsh didn’t even

know if they could round to right here. A side-wheeler was a

damn sight more maneuverable. A side-wheeler could just

reverse one wheel and keep the other going forward, so

she’d spin about neat as you please like a dancer twirling on

a toe. Now Abner Marsh could see the forecastle of the

Fevre Dream. Her stages, drawn up, looked like two long

white teeth in the moonlight, and pale-faced figures in dark

clothing were clustered together on the forward portions of

the main and boiler decks. The Fevre Dream loomed ahead

of them bigger and more formidable than ever. She had

almost completed her spin now, and the Eli Reynolds was

still paddling toward her, whapwhapwhap, paddling toward

those white maggot-faces and darkness and hot red eyes.

“You damn fool!” Marsh bellowed. “Stop her! Back her,

dammit, turn her! Ain’t you got eyes? They’re comin’ after

us!”

The pilot gave him an uncertain glance, and moved to

stop the paddle wheel and commence to turn, but even as

he did Abner Marsh saw that it was too damn late. They’d

never come around in time, and even if they did, the Fevre



Dream would be on them in minutes anyway. Her power

would be much more telling when both boats were

struggling against the current. Marsh grabbed the pilot’s

arm. “No!” he said, “keep on! Faster! Go wide around them.

Get some more lard in there quick, dammit, we got to shoot

past ’em before they’re on us, you hear?”

The Fevre Dream was creeping toward them now, her

decks acrawl with the night folks. Smoke poured from her

chimneys, and Marsh could almost count the waiting figures.

The pilot reached for the steam whistle, but Marsh grabbed

him again and said, “No!”

“We’ll collide!” the pilot said. “Cap’n, we gotta let ’em

know which side we’re takin’.”

“Keep ’em guessin’,” Marsh said. “Damn you, it’s our only

chance! And get that lard in there!”

Across the dark moonlit waters, the Fevre Dream shrieked

in triumph. It sounded like some demon wolf, thought Abner

Marsh, howling after prey.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Aboard the Steamer Ozymandias,

Mississippi River, 

October 1857

“Well, well,” said Sour Billy Tipton, “he’s comin’ right to us.

Ain’t that nice of him?”

“You are certain it is Marsh, Billy?” asked Damon Julian.

“Take a look-see for yourself,” Sour Billy said, handing

Julian the telescope. “Right up there in the pilot house of

that rattletrap. Ain’t no one else so fat or so warty. Good

thing I got to wonderin’ why they was stayin’ behind us like

that.”

Julian lowered the glass. “Yes,” he said. He smiled. “What

ever would we do without you, Billy?” Then the smile faded.

“But Billy, you assured me that the captain was dead. When

he fell into the river. I’m sure you recall. Don’t you, Billy?”

Sour Billy looked at him warily. “We’ll make sure this time,

Mister Julian.”

“Ah,” said Julian. “Yes. Pilot, when we pass I want us within

feet of their side. Do you understand, pilot?”



Joshua York looked away from the river briefly, without

releasing his sure grip on the big black and silver wheel. His

cold gray eyes met Julian’s across the darkness of the pilot

house, then dropped abruptly. “We will pass close to them,”

York said in a hollow voice.

On the couch behind the stove, Karl Framm stirred weakly,

sat up, and came over to stand behind York, staring out over

the river with filmy, half-dead eyes. He moved slowly,

unsteady as a drunk or a weak old man. Looking at him, it

was hard to recall how troublesome the pilot had been at

first, Billy thought. Damon Julian had tended to Framm

proper enough, though; that day he’d come lollygagging

back to the boat, not realizing how things had changed, the

lanky pilot had made some damn fool brag about his three

wives within Julian’s hearing. Damon Julian had been

amused. “Since you won’t be seeing the others anymore,”

Julian had said to Framm later, “you’ll have three new wives

aboard our steamer. A pilot has his privileges, after all.” And

now Cynthia, Valerie, and Cara took turns with him, careful

not to drink too much all at once, but drinking regular

enough. As the only licensed pilot, Framm couldn’t be

permitted to die, even though York did most of the steering

now. Framm wasn’t high and mighty anymore, nor

troublesome. He hardly talked at all, and he sort of shuffled

when he walked, and he had tooth marks and wounds and

such all up and down his skinny arms, and a feverish look in

his eyes.

Blinking at the approach of Marsh’s squatty stern-wheeler,

Framm almost seemed to perk up a mite. He even smiled.

“Close,” he muttered, “you bet she’ll come close.”

Julian looked at him. “What do you mean, Mister Framm?”



“Nothing a-tall,” said Framm, “exceptin’ that she’s goin’ to

ram right into you.” He grinned. “I bet ol’ Cap’n Marsh has

that dern boat stacked up to the boiler deck with explosives.

It’s an old river trick.”

Julian flicked his gaze back to the river. The stern-wheeler

was bearing straight down on the Fevre Dream, belching fire

and smoke like nobody’s business.

“He’s lyin’,” said Sour Billy, “he always lies.”

“Look how fast she’s coming,” Framm said, and it was

true. With the current behind her and her paddle churning

furiously, the stern-wheeler was coming on like the very

devil.

“Mister Framm is right,” said Joshua York, and he was

turning the huge wheel as he spoke, hand over hand, with

smooth swift grace. The Fevre Dream swung her head

sharply to the larboard. An instant later, the oncoming

stern-wheeler sheered in the other direction, racing away

from them. They could read the faded square lettering on

her side: ELI REYNOLDS.

“It’s a damn trick!” Sour Billy shouted. “He’s lettin’ them

get past us!”

Julian said coldly, “There are no explosives. Put us close to

them,” and York began turning the wheel back at once, but

it was too late; Marsh’s boat had seen her chance and

lurched forward with surprising speed, steam hissing from

her ’scape-pipes in tall white plumes. The Fevre Dream

responded quickly, her head moving back in line, but

already the Eli Reynolds was thirty yards to the starboard

and surging past them, away safely, heading downriver. A

shot rang out from her as she receded, the report clear even



above the thunderous stroke of the Fevre Dream’s engines

and the noise of her paddles, but no damage was sustained.

Damon Julian turned to Joshua York, ignoring Framm’s

grin. “You will catch them for me, Joshua. Or I shall have

Billy cast your bottles into the river, and you will thirst with

the rest of us. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” said York. He called down for a full stop on both

wheels, then set the larboard paddle slow forward, the

starboard in reverse. The Fevre Dream began to come about

again, assisted by the current. The Eli Reynolds was rushing

away from her, stern-mounted paddle kicking wildly while

sparks and flame poured from her stacks.

“Good,” said Damon Julian. He turned to Sour Billy. “Billy, I

am going to my cabin.” Julian spent a lot of time in his

cabin, sitting all alone in the dark without so much as a

candle, sipping brandy and staring off at nothing. More and

more he was leaving the running of the boat to Billy, just

like he had let Billy run the plantation while he sat in his

dark dusty library. “Stay here,” Julian continued, “and see

that our pilot does as I’ve told him. When we catch that

steamer, bring Captain Marsh to me.”

“What about the others?” Billy asked uncertainly.

Julian smiled. “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” he said.

When Julian had gone, Sour Billy turned to watch the river.

The Eli Reynolds had sped downriver a good stretch while

the Fevre Dream made her turn, and was several hundred

yards ahead, but it was plain to see that it wouldn’t last

long. The Fevre Dream was surging forward like she hadn’t

done in months, both wheels turning full speed, the

furnaces roaring, the decks pounding to the long massive

stroke of the engines below. Even as Billy watched, the



distance between the two boats seemed to diminish; the

Fevre Dream was just eating up the river. Marsh would be

paying a call on Damon Julian in no time at all. Sour Billy

Tipton was looking forward to that, looking forward to it real

keen.

Then Joshua York had them ease up on the starboard

paddle, and began to turn the wheel.

“Hey!” Billy protested. “You’re lettin’ them get away! What

are y’ doin’?” He reached behind him and flicked out his

knife, brandishing it at York’s back. “What are y’ doin’?”

“Crossing the river, Mister Tipton,” answered York flatly.

“You turn that wheel right back. Marsh ain’t doin’ no

crossin’, not so I can see, and he’s gettin’ further ahead.”

York ignored the command, and Billy got angrier. “Turn back,

I said.”

“A moment ago we passed a creek,” said York, “with a

dead cottonwood by its mouth. That is the mark. At that

mark, I must cross. If I kept straight on, I’d lose the deep

water and sink us. There’s a bluff reef on ahead there, too

deep to show much of a sign on the water, but not so deep

that it couldn’t tear out our bottom. Isn’t that right, Mister

Framm?”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

Sour Billy glared around suspiciously. “I don’t believe

you,” he said. “Marsh didn’t cross, and he didn’t get his

bottom tore out neither, not so I could notice.” He flourished

the knife. “You ain’t goin’ to let him get away,” he said. The

Eli Reynolds had already put another hundred feet between

herself and the Fevre Dream. Only now was the smaller

steamer starting to angle a bit to starboard.



“Some mate,” Karl Framm said with contempt. “Hell, that

little stern-wheeler we’re chasin’ don’t draw nothin’. After a

good rain, she could steam halfway across the city of

N’Orleans without ever noticin’ that she’d left the river.”

“Abner is no fool,” said Joshua York, “and neither is his

pilot. They knew that reef was too deep to bother them,

even with this stage on the river. They steamed right across

it, hoping we would follow them and wreck ourselves. At

best we’d have been grounded until dawn. Now do you

understand, Mister Tipton?”

Sour Billy scowled, suddenly feeling like a fool. He put

away his knife, and as he did Karl Framm laughed. It was a

chuckle, kind of, but that was enough for Billy to hear. He

snapped, “Shut up, or I’ll call your missus.” Then it was his

turn to snicker.

The Eli Reynolds had gone around a point, but her smoke

was still hanging in the air, and you could see her lights

burning on the far side of the trees. Sour Billy stared off at

the lights in silence.

“Why do you care so much if Abner escapes?” York asked

quietly. “What has the captain ever done to cause you harm,

Mister Tipton?”

“I don’t care for warts,” said Billy coldly, “and Julian wants

him. I do like Julian wants.”

“Whatever would he do without you,” said Joshua York.

Sour Billy didn’t care for the way he said it, but before he

could protest York was going on. “He is using you, Billy.

Without you, he would be nothing. You think for him, act for

him, you protect him by day. You make him what he is.”



“Yeah,” said Billy, proudly. He knew how important he was.

He liked it just fine. It was even better on the steamer. He

liked being a mate. The niggers he’d bought and the white

trash he’d hired were all terrified of him, they called him

“Mister Tipton” and rushed to do like he said, without him

ever having to raise his voice or even stare at them. Some

of the white rivermen had been unruly early on, till Sour

Billy slit one open and stuffed him in a furnace with his belly

hanging out. After that they got real respectful. The niggers

were no trouble at all, except at landings, when Billy

chained them up to the manacles he’d rigged on the main

deck, so they couldn’t run off. It was better than being a

plantation overseer. An overseer was white trash, everybody

looked down on him. But on the river, a steamer’s mate was

a man of substance, an officer, somebody you had to be

polite to.

“The promise Julian has made you is a lie,” York was

saying. “You will never be one of us, Billy. We are different

races. Our anatomy is different, our flesh, our very blood. He

cannot make you over, no matter what he says.”

“You must think I’m pretty damn stupid,” Billy said. “I

don’t got to lissen to Julian. I heard the stories. I know how

vampires can make other vampires. You were like me once,

York, no matter what you say. Only you’re weak, and I ain’t.

Are you afraid?” That was it, Billy thought. York wanted him

to betray Julian so Julian wouldn’t make him over, because

once he was one of them, he’d be stronger than York,

maybe as strong as Julian. “I scare you, Josh, don’t I? You

think you’re so damn fine, but you wait till Julian makes me

over, and I make you come crawlin’ to me. Wonder what it

tastes like, that blood of yours? Julian knows, don’t he?”

York said nothing, but Sour Billy knew he’d struck a sore

spot. Damon Julian had tasted York’s blood a dozen times



since that first night aboard the Fevre Dream. In fact, he had

drunk of no one else. “Because you are so beautiful, dear

Joshua,” he would say with a pale smile, as he handed York

a glass to be filled. It seemed to amuse him to make York

submit.

“He is laughing at you all the time,” York said after a time.

“Every day and every night. He mocks you, he despises you.

He thinks you are ugly and ludicrous, no matter how useful

you may be. You are nothing but an animal to him, and he

will cast you aside like so much trash if he finds a stronger

beast to serve him. He will make sport of it, but by then you

will be so corrupt and so rotten through that you will still

believe, still grovel for him.”

“I ain’t no groveler,” Billy said. “Shut up! Julian ain’t lyin’!”

“Then ask him when he intends to make you over. Ask him

how he will perform this miracle, how he will lighten your

skin and make over your body and teach your eyes to see in

darkness. Ask Julian if you think he is not lying. And listen,

Mister Tipton. Listen to the mockery in his voice when he

talks to you.”

Sour Billy Tipton was seething. It was all he could do to

stop from pulling out the knife and sticking it in Joshua

York’s broad back, but he knew that York would just turn on

him, and Julian wouldn’t be pleased either. “All right,” he

said. “Maybe I will ask him. He’s older’n you, York, and he

knows things you don’t. Maybe I’ll just ask him right now.”

Karl Framm chuckled again, and even York glanced away

from the wheel to smile tauntingly. “Why are you waiting,

then?” he said. “Ask him.” Sour Billy went below to the texas

to ask.



Damon Julian had taken over the captain’s cabin that had

been Joshua York’s. Billy knocked politely. “Yes, Billy,” came

the soft reply. He opened the door and entered. The room

was black, but he could sense Julian sitting a few feet away,

in the darkness. “Have we caught Captain Marsh yet?” Julian

asked.

“He’s still runnin’,” Billy said, “but we’re goin’ to have him

soon, Mister Julian.”

“Ah. Then why are you here, Billy? I told you to stay with

Joshua.”

“I got to ask you something,” Sour Billy said. He repeated

all that Joshua York had told him. When he was done, the

room was very quiet.

“Poor Billy,” Julian said finally. “Do you have doubts, Billy,

after all this time? If you doubt, you will never complete the

change, Billy. That is why dear Joshua is so tormented. His

doubts have left him in between, half-master and half-cattle.

Do you understand? You must have patience.”

“I want to start,” Sour Billy insisted. “It’s been years,

Mister Julian. Now we got this steamer, things is better than

they was. I want to be one of you. You promised me.”

“So I did.” Damon Julian chuckled. “Well then, Billy, we will

have to start, won’t we? You have served me well, and if you

are so insistent, I can hardly refuse you, can I? You’re so

clever, I wouldn’t want to lose you.”

Sour Billy could hardly believe his ears. “You mean you’ll

do it?” Joshua York would be awful sorry for his tone, Billy

thought wildly.

“Of course, Billy. I have given you a promise.”



“When?”

“The change cannot be done in a single night. It will take

time to transform you, Billy. Years.”

“Years?” Sour Billy said, dismayed. He didn’t care to wait

no years. In the stories, it didn’t take no years.

“I’m afraid so. As you grew from a boy into a man, slowly,

you now must grow from a slave into a master. We will

nourish you well, Billy, and from the blood you will gain

power, beauty, speed. You will drink life and it will flow

through your veins, until you are reborn into the night. It

cannot be done quickly, but it can be done. It shall be as I

have promised. You will have the life eternal, and the

mastery, and the red thirst will fill you. We will begin soon.”

“How soon?”

“To begin, you must drink, Billy. For that we need a

victim.” He laughed. “Captain Marsh,” he said suddenly. “He

will suffice for you, Billy. When we catch his steamer, bring

him here to me, as I have told you. Unharmed. I shall not

touch him. He will be yours, Billy. We will bind him up in his

grand saloon, and you shall drink of him, night after night. A

man his size must have a lot of blood in him. He will last a

long time, Billy, and take you a long way into the change.

Yes. You will begin with Captain Marsh, as soon as he is ours.

Catch them, Billy. For me, and for yourself.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Aboard the Steamer Eli Reynolds,

Mississippi River, 

October 1857

Abner Marsh was watching from the pilot house of the Eli

Reynolds when the Fevre Dream slid into her crossing. He

stamped his stick down hard and cussed, but down under he

wasn’t sure whether he was disappointed or relieved. It

would have cut the heart right out of him to see his lady rip

herself asunder on that damned bluff reef, Marsh knew. On

the other hand, now the Fevre Dream was still after them,

and if she caught the Reynolds, no doubt Damon Julian

would rip the heart right out of him. It seemed a losing

game either way. Marsh stood there frowning while the pilot

of the Eli Reynolds turned her rudder and began his own

crossing. Steaming after them through the darkness, the

Fevre Dream was a fearful sight. Marsh had built her to take

the Eclipse, to be the fastest boat that ever got up a head of

steam, and now he had to outrun her in one of the oldest,

sorriest boats on the river. “No help for it,” he said aloud,

turning to his pilot. “We’re in a race,” he said. “See that we

ain’t caught.”

The man looked at him like he was crazy, and maybe he

was.



Abner Marsh took himself down to the main deck, to see

what he could do. Cat Grove and the head engineer, Doc

Turney, had already taken charge. The deck was awash with

heat. The furnace was roaring and crackling, and gouts of

flame were licking up and sometimes out every time the

firemen tossed in fresh wood. Grove had all his stokers down

there, sweating and feeding that red-orange maw, and

coating the beech and pine knots with lard before they

tossed them in. Grove was carrying a pail of whiskey with a

big copper ladle, and he went around to each man in turn,

so they could drink with only the briefest of pauses. Sweat

ran down his bare chest in a steady stream, and like his

stokers, his face was red from the terrible heat. It was hard

to see how they could stand it, but the furnace was fed

steadily.

Doc Turney was watching the pressure gauges on the

boiler. Marsh went over and looked, too. Pressure was

creeping higher and higher. The engineer looked at him.

“Ain’t had pressure up this high in the four years I been on

her,” he shouted. You had to shout to be heard above the

sizzle and cough of the furnace, the hiss of the steam, the

pounding of the engine. Marsh put out a hand tentatively,

pulled it back quickly. The boiler was too hot to touch.

“What’ll I do about the safety cock, Cap’n?” asked Turney.

“Knock it back,” Marsh shouted. “We need steam, Mister.”

Turney frowned and did like he was told. Marsh watched

the gauge; the needle rose steadily. The steam was

practically shrieking through the pipes, but it was having its

effect: the engine was shuddering and thumping like it was

going to shake itself to pieces, and the wheel was turning,

spinning faster than it had done in years,

whapwhapwhapwhapwhap, spinning so the spray fanned



out behind it and the whole boat vibrated, pushing like it

had never pushed before.

The second engineer and the strikers were dancing

around the engines, oiling and greasing, keeping the stroke

smooth. They looked like little black monkeys drenched in

tar. They moved as quick as monkeys too. They had to. It

wasn’t easy to grease up moving parts while they were

moving, especially at the rate the Reynolds’ old ratchedy

engine was moving now.

“FASTER!” Grove roared. “Faster with that lard!” A big red-

haired fireman staggered away from the mouth of the

furnace, dizzy with the heat. He dropped to his knees, but

another stoker took his place at once, and Grove moved to

the fallen man and poured a ladle of whiskey over his head.

The man looked up, wet and blinking, and opened his

mouth, and the mate ladled some more alcohol down his

gut. In a minute he was up again, smearing lard on pine

knots.

The engineer grimaced and opened the ’scape-pipes,

sending scalding-hot steam whistling up into the night and

dropping the boiler pressure a mite. Then it began to build

again. Solder was running and melting on some of the pipes,

but men were standing ready to patch up any that split

open. Marsh was soaked with sweat from the damp heat of

the steam and the dry wash of the furnace’s fury.

Everywhere around him folks were running, shouting,

passing wood and lard, feeding the furnace, tending the

boiler and the engines. The stroke and the wheel made a

terrible noise, the furnace flames drenched them all in

shifting red light. It was a sweltering inferno, a hell of noise

and activity and smoke and steam and danger. The steamer

was shaking and coughing and trembling like a man about

to collapse and die. But she moved, and down here there



was nothing Abner Marsh could say or do to make her move

faster.

He went out onto the forecastle gratefully, away from the

awful heat, his jacket and shirt and pants as damp as if he’d

just crawled out of the river. The wind moved around him,

and Marsh felt wonderfully cold for a moment. Away ahead

he saw an island dividing the river, and a light beyond that,

on the western bank. They were moving toward it fast.

“Damn,” Marsh said. “Must be doing twenty miles an hour.

Hell, maybe we’re doing thirty.” He said it loudly, almost

shouting it, as if the thunder of his voice would make it true.

The Eli Reynolds was an eight-mile-an-hour boat on a good

day. Of course, now she had the current behind her.

Marsh thundered up the staircase, through the main

cabin, and up onto the hurricane deck to get a look behind

them. The tops of the short, stubby chimneys were throwing

sparks everywhere and trailing fire, and as he watched

steam came boiling up from the ’scape-pipes again as Doc

Turney vented just enough to keep the damned boiler from

blowing all of them to hell. The deck was unsteady

underneath Marsh’s feet, like the skin of something alive.

The stern wheel was turning so fast that it was throwing up

a goddamn wall of water, like a waterfall upside down.

And behind them came the Fevre Dream, half-dark, smoke

and fire from her tall dark stacks rising halfway to the moon.

She looked about twenty yards closer than when Marsh had

gone downstairs.

Captain Yoerger stepped up beside Marsh. “We can’t

outrace her,” he said in his weary gray tones.

“We need more steam! More heat!”



“The paddle can’t turn any faster, Cap’n Marsh. If Doc

sneezes at the wrong time, that boiler is goin’ to blow and

kill us all. Engine is seven years old, it’s goin’ to shake itself

to pieces. The lard is running low, too. When it’s gone we’ll

be firing her with just wood. This is an old lady, Cap’n. You

got her dancing like it was her wedding night, but she can’t

take much more of it.”

“Damn,” Marsh said. He looked back past their paddle.

The Fevre Dream came on and on. “Damn,” he repeated.

Yoerger was right, he knew. Marsh glanced ahead. They

were steaming up on the island. The river, and the main

channel, curved away to the east. The western fork was a

cutoff, but a minor one. Even at this distance Marsh could

see how it narrowed, how the trees leaned over the banks

extending their black gnarled figures. He walked back to the

pilot house and entered. “Take the cutoff,” he told the pilot.

The pilot glanced back half in shock. On the river, the pilot

decided such things. The captain maybe made casual

suggestions, but he didn’t give orders. “No, sir,” the pilot

replied, less furiously than an older man might have. “Look

at the banks, Cap’n Marsh. The river is falling. I know that

cutoff, and it ain’t passable this time of year, if I take her in

there we’ll be setting on this boat till the spring floods.”

“Maybe that’s so,” Marsh said, “but if we can’t get

through, there ain’t no way in hell the Fevre Dream can.

She’ll have to go around. We’ll lose her. Right now, losing

her is more important than any damn snags or bars we

might run into, you hear?”

The pilot frowned. “You got no call to be telling me how to

run this river, Cap’n. I got my reputation. I never wrecked no

boat yet and I don’t aim to start tonight. We’ll stay on the

river.”



Abner Marsh felt himself turning red. He looked back. The

Fevre Dream was maybe three hundred feet behind them,

and coming up quick. “You damn fool,” Marsh said. “This is

the most important race ever been run on this river, and I

got a fool for a pilot. They’d have us already if Mister Framm

was at her wheel, or if they had a mate who knew how to

run her. They’re probably firing her with cottonwood.” He

jabbed his stick back at the Fevre Dream. “But look, even

slow as she’s goin’, she’ll have us damn soon now, unless

we out-pilot her. You hear me? Take that damn cutoff!”

“I could report you to the association,” the pilot said stiffly.

“I could chuck you over the side,” Abner Marsh replied. He

moved forward threateningly.

“Send out a yawl, Cap’n,” the pilot suggested. “We’ll take

soundings and see how she’s running in there.”

Abner Marsh snorted in disgust. “Out of the goddamn

way,” he said, shoving the pilot aside roughly. The man

stumbled and fell. Marsh seized the wheel and turned it

hard to the starboard, and the Eli Reynolds swung her head

in answer. The pilot cussed and fumed. Marsh ignored him

and concentrated on steering until the steamer had crossed

the island’s high, muddy point, pounding down the crooked

western bank. He glanced back over his shoulder just long

enough to see the Fevre Dream—a bare two hundred feet

behind now—slow and stop and begin to back furiously.

When he looked again, a moment later, she was starting to

veer off toward the eastern river bend. Then there was no

more time for looking, as the Eli Reynolds hit something,

hard, a big log by the sound of it. The impact jarred Marsh’s

teeth together so hard he almost bit off his tongue, and he

had to hang on the wheel grimly to keep his feet. The pilot,

who’d just gotten up, went down again and groaned. The



steamboat’s speed sent her climbing over the obstacle, and

Marsh saw it briefly; a huge, black, half-submerged tree. A

horrible racket ensued, a deafening clattering and

thumping, and the boat trembled like some mad giant had

gotten hold of her and started to shake, and then there was

a violent wrench and the awful sound of wood smashing to

splinters as the stern wheel came hammering down on the

log.

“Damnation!” the pilot swore, climbing to his feet again.

“Give me the wheel!”

“Gladly,” Abner Marsh said, stepping out of the way. The

Eli Reynolds had left the dead tree behind and was steaming

madly down the shallow cutoff, shuddering as she ploughed

through one sand bar after another. Each one slowed her,

and the pilot slowed her even more, ringing the engine

room bells like a wild man. “Full stop!” he called. “Full stop

on the paddle!” The wheel turned a couple last leisurely

licks and groaned to a halt, and two long tall plumes of

white steam hissed as they came venting up from the

’scape-pipes. The Eli Reynolds lost her head and began to

wobble a bit, and the steering wheel spun freely in the

pilot’s grip. “We’ve lost the rudder,” he said, as the steamer

bit into still another bar.

This one stopped her.

This time Abner Marsh did bite his tongue, as he stumbled

forward into the wheel. Someone down below was

screaming, he heard as he got back up and spit out a

mouthful of blood. It hurt like hell. Fortunately he hadn’t

bitten it clean off.

“Damnation!” the pilot said. “Look. Just look.”



Not only had the Eli Reynolds lost her rudder, but half of

her paddle wheel as well. It was still attached to the

steamer, but it hung crookedly, and half of the wooden

buckets were shattered or missing. The boat vented steam

once again, groaned, and settled into the mud, listing a bit

to starboard.

“I told you we couldn’t run this cutoff,” the pilot said. “I

told you. This time of year it’s nothin’ but sand and snags.

This ain’t my doing and I won’t have nobody sayin’ it was!”

“Shut your fool mouth,” said Abner Marsh. He was looking

back aft, where the river itself was still barely visible

through the trees. The river looked empty. Maybe the Fevre

Dream had gone on. Maybe. “How long to round that bend?”

Marsh asked the pilot.

“Damnation, why the hell do you care? We ain’t goin’

nowhere till spring. You’re goin’ to need a new rudder and a

new wheel both, and a good rise to get her off this bar.”

“The bend,” Marsh insisted. “How long around the bend?”

The pilot sputtered. “Thirty minutes, maybe twenty if

she’s sparklin’ like she was, but why’s it matter? I tell you—”

Abner Marsh threw open the door of the pilot house and

roared for Captain Yoerger. He had to roar three times, and

it took a good five minutes before Yoerger put in an

appearance. “Sorry, Cap’n,” the old man said, “I was down

on the main deck. Irish Tommy and Big Johanssen got

scalded pretty bad.” He saw the ruins of the paddle and

stopped. “My poor ol’ gal,” he murmured in a crestfallen

tone.

“Some pipe bust?” Marsh asked.



“A lot of pipes,” Yoerger admitted, tearing his gaze away

from the battered paddle wheel. “Steam all over the place,

might have been worse if Doc hadn’t opened the ’scape-

pipes quick and kept ’em open. That hit we took tore

everything loose.”

Marsh sagged. That was the final blow. Now even if they

could winch themselves off the bar, rig up a new rudder,

and somehow back clear of the cutoff on half a paddle,

moving that damned tree somehow to get past it—none of

which would be easy—they also had busted-up steampipes

and maybe boiler damage to contend with. He cussed loud

and long.

“Cap’n,” said Yoerger, “we won’t be able to hunt ’em down

now, like you planned, but least we’re safe. The Fevre

Dream will steam round that bend and figure we’re long

gone and they’ll go down river after us.”

“No,” said Marsh. “Cap’n, I want you to rig up stretchers

for them that’s burned, and start off through the woods.” He

pointed with his stick. The riverbank was ten feet away

through shallow water. “Get to a town. Got to be one near.”

“Two miles past the foot of this island,” the pilot put in.

Marsh nodded at him. “Good. You take ’em there, then. I

want all of you to go, and go quick.” He remembered that

glint of gold as Jeffers’s spectacles tumbled off him, that

terrible little flash. Not again, Abner Marsh thought, not

again on account of him. “Find a doctor to patch them up.

You’ll be safe, I reckon. They want me, not you.”

“You aren’t comin’?” asked Yoerger.

“I got my gun,” said Abner Marsh. “And I got myself a

feeling. I’m waitin’.”



“Come with us.”

“If I run, they’ll follow. If they get me, you’re safe. That’s

how I figure it, anyway.”

“If they don’t come—”

“Then I come trudging after you at first light,” Marsh said.

He stamped his walking stick impatiently. “I’m still cap’n

here, ain’t I? Quit jawin’ with me, and do like I say. I want all

of you off my steamer, you hear?”

“Cap’n Marsh,” Yoerger said, “at least let Cat and me he’p

you.”

“No. Git.”

“Cap’n—”

“GO!” shouted Marsh, red-faced. “GO!”

Yoerger blanched and took the startled pilot by the arm

and drew him out of the pilot house. When they had hurried

down, Abner Marsh glanced back at the river once more—

still nothing—and then went downstairs to his cabin. He took

the rifle from the wall, checked it and loaded it, and slid the

box of custom shells into the pocket of his white coat.

Armed, Marsh returned to the hurricane deck, and fixed up

his chair where he could keep an eye on the river. If they

were smart, Abner Marsh figured, they’d know how low the

river stage was. They’d know that maybe the Eli Reynolds

could run this cutoff and maybe she couldn’t, but even at

best she’d have to steam through slowly, sounding all the

way. They’d know, once they came round the bend, that

they’d beaten her. And if they knew that, they wouldn’t

steam downriver at all. They’d hold the Fevre Dream near

the foot of the cutoff, waiting for the Reynolds. And



meanwhile, the men—or night folks—that they’d let off near

the head of the island would be crawling through the cutoff

in a yawl, just in case the Reynolds stopped or got hung up.

That was what Abner Marsh would have done, anyway.

The little stretch of river he could see was still empty. He

felt a bit chilly, waiting. Any moment now he expected to

see the yawl come round that stand of trees, full of silent

dark figures with faces pale and smirking in the moonlight.

He checked his gun again, and wished Yoerger would hurry.

Yoerger and Grove and the rest of the crew of the Eli

Reynolds had been gone fifteen minutes, with still nothing

moving on the river.

There were lots of noises in the night. The water gurgling

around the wreck of his steamer, the wind rattling the trees

together, animals off in the woods. Marsh rose, finger on the

trigger of his rifle, and scanned upstream warily. There was

nothing to see, nothing but silty river water washing across

sandbars, gnarled roots, the fallen black corpse of the tree

that had smashed up his steamer’s paddle. He saw

driftwood moving, and nothing else. “Maybe they ain’t so

smart,” he muttered under his breath.

From the corner of his eye, Marsh glimpsed something

pale on the island across the stream. He spun toward it,

raising his gun to his shoulder, but there was nothing there,

just black dense woods and thick river mud. Twenty yards of

shallow water lay between him and the dark, silent island.

Abner Marsh was breathing hard. What if they don’t bring

the yawl down the cutoff, he thought. What if they land it

and come on foot?

The Eli Reynolds creaked beneath him, and Marsh grew

more uneasy. Just settling, he told himself, she’s aground



and settling into the sand. But another part of him was

whispering, whispering that maybe that creak was a

footstep, that maybe they’d stole up on him while he was

watching the river. Maybe they were on the boat already.

Maybe Damon Julian was coming up the staircase even now,

gliding through the main cabin—he knew how quiet Julian

could walk—and searching the cabins, moving toward the

stair that would lead him up here, up to the hurricane deck.

Marsh turned his chair so he faced the top of the stair, just

in case a pale white face should suddenly heave into view.

His hands were sweating where they held the rifle, making

the stock all slippery. He wiped them on his pants leg.

The sound of soft whispering came drifting up the

stairwell.

They were down there, Marsh thought, down there

plotting how to get at him. He was trapped up here, alone.

Not that being alone mattered. He’d had help before and it

hadn’t made no difference to them. Marsh rose and moved

to the top of the stair, looking down into darkness streaked

by wan moonlight. He gripped the gun hard, blinked, waited

for something to show itself. He waited for the longest time,

listening to those vague whispers, his heart thumping away

like the Reynolds’ old tired engine. They wanted him to hear

them, Abner Marsh thought. They wanted him to be afraid.

They’d come sneaking up on his steamer like haunts, so

fleet and silent he hadn’t seen them, and now they were

trying to put the fear on him. “I know you’re down there,”

he shouted. “Come on up. I got something for you, Julian.”

He hefted the gun.

Silence.

“Damn you,” Marsh yelled.



Something moved at the foot of the stairs, a darting

figure, pale and quick. Marsh jerked the gun up to fire, but it

was gone before he could even begin to take aim. He swore

and took two steps down the stairs, then stopped. This was

what they wanted him to do, he thought. They were trying

to lure him down there, to the promenade and the darkened

cabins and the dim dusty saloon with the moonlight washing

through its dirty skylight. Up here on the hurricane deck, he

could hold them off. They couldn’t get to him easy up here;

he could see them sliding up the stairs, climbing the sides,

whatever. But down there, he’d be at their mercy.

“Captain,” a soft voice called up to him. “Captain Marsh.”

Marsh raised his gun, squinting.

“Don’t shoot, Captain. It’s me. It’s only me.” She stepped

into view at the bottom of the stairs.

Valerie.

Marsh hesitated. She was smiling up at him, dark hair

catching the moonbeams, waiting. She wore trousers and a

man’s ruffled shirt, unbuttoned down the front. Her skin was

soft and pale, and her eyes caught his and held them,

shining violet beacons, deep, beautiful, endless. He could

swim in those eyes forever. “Come to me, Captain,” Valerie

called. “I’m alone. Joshua sent me. Come down, so we can

talk.” Marsh took two steps downward, trapped by those

brilliant eyes. Valerie held her arms out.

The Eli Reynolds moaned and settled, shifting suddenly to

starboard. Marsh stumbled and hit his shin hard against the

stair, and the pain brought tears to his eyes. He heard faint

laughter drifting up from below, saw Valerie’s smile waver

and fade. Cussing, Marsh swung the rifle back up to his

shoulder and fired. The kick near tore off his shoulder, and



slammed him back against the steps. Valerie was gone,

vanished like a ghost. Marsh swore and got to his feet and

fumbled in his pocket for another cartridge, retreating

backward up the stairway. “Joshua, hell!” he roared down at

the darkness. “Julian sent you, damn him!”

When he stepped backward onto the hurricane deck,

listing at a thirty-degree angle now, Marsh felt something

very hard press between his shoulder blades. “Well, well,”

said the voice from behind him, “if it ain’t Cap’n Marsh.”

The others appeared, one by one, when Marsh had

dropped the gun to clatter on the deck. Valerie came last of

all, and would not look at him. Abner Marsh cussed her up

and down and round about as a treacherous whore. Finally

she gave him one terrible, accusing glance. “Do you think I

have a choice?” she said bitterly, and Marsh ceased his

tirade. It was not her words that quieted him; not her words,

but the look in her eyes. For in those vast violet depths,

glimpsed so briefly, Marsh saw shame and terror . . . and

thirst.

“Move,” said Sour Billy Tipton.

“Damn you,” said Abner Marsh.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Aboard the Steamer Ozymandias,

Mississippi River, 

October 1857

Abner Marsh had expected darkness, but when Sour Billy

shoved him through the door to the captain’s cabin, the

room gleamed in the soft light of its oil lamps. It was dustier

than Marsh remembered, but otherwise just as Joshua had

kept it. Sour Billy closed the door, and Marsh was alone with

Damon Julian. He gripped his hickory stick hard—Billy had

thrown the gun in the river, but allowed Marsh to retrieve

the stick—and scowled. “If you’re goin’ to kill me, come on

and try,” he said. “I ain’t in the mood for no games.”

Damon Julian smiled. “Kill you? Why, Captain! I’d planned

to feed you dinner.” A silver serving tray had been set on

the small table between the two big leather chairs. Julian

lifted its cover to reveal a plate of pan-fried chicken and

greens, turnips and onions on the side, and a slice of apple

pie topped with cheese. “There is wine, too. Please have a

seat, Captain.”

Marsh looked at the food and smelled it. “Toby’s still

alive,” he said, with a sudden certainty.



“Of course he is,” Julian said. “Will you sit?”

Marsh moved forward warily. He couldn’t figure what Julian

was up to, but he considered it for a moment and decided

he didn’t care. Maybe the food was poisoned, but that didn’t

make no sense, they had easier ways of killing him. He sat

down and picked up a chicken breast. It was still hot. He bit

into it ravenously, and recalled how long it had been since

he’d had a decent meal. Maybe he was going to die

presently, but at least he’d die on a full stomach.

Damon Julian, resplendent in a brown suit and golden

vest, watched Marsh eat with an amused smile on his pale

face. “Wine, Captain?” was all he said. He filled two glasses

and sipped delicately from his own.

When Abner Marsh had polished off the pie, he sat back in

his chair and belched, then screwed up his face in a scowl.

“A good meal,” he said grudgingly. “Now, why am I here,

Julian?”

“The night you made your hasty departure, Captain, I

tried to tell you I simply wanted to talk to you. You chose not

to believe me.”

“Damn right I didn’t believe you,” said Marsh. “Still don’t.

But now I ain’t got much say on the matter, so talk.”

“You are bold, Captain Marsh. And strong. I admire you.”

“Can’t say I got much use for you.”

Julian laughed. His laughter was pure music. His dark eyes

shone. “Amusing,” he said. “Such bluster.”

“I don’t know why you’re tryin’ to butter me up, but it ain’t

goin’ to do you no good. All the fried chicken in the world



ain’t goin’ to make me forget what you did to that damned

baby, and to Mister Jeffers.”

“You seem to forget that Jeffers had just run me through

with a sword,” Julian said. “That is not something one takes

lightly.”

“That baby didn’t have no sword.”

“A slave,” Julian said lightly. “Property, by the laws of your

own nation. Inferior, according to your own people. I spared

it a life of bondage, Captain.”

“Go to hell,” said Marsh. “It was just a damned baby, and

you cut off its hand like you was cutting the head off a

chicken, and then you crushed its head in. It didn’t do

nothin’ to you.”

“No,” said Julian. “Nor did Jean Ardant harm you or your

people. Yet you and your mate crushed his skull in while he

slept.”

“We thought he was you.”

“Ah,” said Julian. He smiled. “A mistake, then. But whether

you acted in error or not, you slaughtered an innocent man.

You do not seem unduly consumed by guilt.”

“He wasn’t no man. He was one of you. A vampire.”

Julian frowned. “Please. I share Joshua’s distaste for that

term.”

Marsh shrugged.

“You contradict yourself, Captain Marsh,” Julian said. “You

judge me evil, for doing what you do without compunction—



taking the lives of those unlike yourself. No matter. You

defend your own kind. You even include the dark races. I

admire that, you see. You know what you are, you

understand your place, your nature. That is as it should be.

You and I, we are alike in that.”

“I ain’t nothin’ like you,” Marsh said.

“Ah, but you are! We accept our natures, you and I, we do

not seek to become things we are not, things we were never

meant to be. I despise the weak, the changelings who so

hate themselves that they must pretend to be something

else. You feel the same way.”

“I do not.”

“No? Why do you hate Sour Billy so?”

“He’s contemptible.”

“Of course he is!” Julian looked highly amused. “Poor Billy

is weak, and thirsts to be strong. He will do anything to be

one of my people. Anything. I have known others like him,

so many others. They are useful, often entertaining, but

never admirable. You despise Billy because he apes our race

and preys on your own, Captain Marsh. Dear Joshua feels

the same way, little realizing that in Billy he sees his own

reflection.”

“Joshua and Billy Tipton ain’t nothin’ alike,” Marsh said

stoutly. “Billy is a goddamned weasel. Joshua’s maybe done

some vile things, but he’s tryin’ to make up for them. He

would have helped you all.”

“He would have made us as you are. Captain Marsh, your

own nation is terribly divided on this issue of slavery, a

slavery based on race. Suppose you could end it. Suppose



you had a way to turn every white man in this land soot-

black overnight. Would you do it?”

Abner Marsh scowled. He didn’t much like the idea of

turning soot-black, but he saw where Julian was heading and

he didn’t much want to go there either. So he said nothing.

Damon Julian sipped his wine and smiled. “Ah,” he said.

“You see. Even your abolitionists admit the dark races are

inferior. They would have no patience with a slave trying to

pretend at being white, and they would be disgusted if a

white man should drink a potion in order to turn black. I did

not hurt that slave child from malice, Captain Marsh. There

is no malice in me. I did it to reach Joshua, dear Joshua. He

is beautiful, but he sickens me.

“You are another case. Did you truly fear that I would

harm you that night in August? Oh, perhaps I would have, in

my pain and rage. But not before. Beauty draws me,

Captain Marsh, and you have none of that.” He laughed. “I

don’t think I’ve ever seen an uglier man. You are gross,

rolling with fat, covered with coarse hair and warts, you

stink of sweat, you have a flat nose and a pig’s eyes, your

teeth are crooked and stained. You could no more wake the

thirst in me than Billy could. Yet you are strong, and you

have a gross courage, and you know your place. All these I

admire. You can run a steamboat, too. Captain, we should

not be enemies. Join me. Run the Fevre Dream for me.” He

smiled. “Or whatever it’s called now. Billy decided it had to

be renamed, and Joshua found a name somewhere. You can

change it back, if you’d prefer.”

“She,” Marsh said.

Julian frowned.

“Boat’s a she, not an it,”Marsh said.



“Ah,” said Damon Julian.

“Billy Tipton is running this boat, ain’t he?”

Julian shrugged. “Billy is an overseer, not a riverman. I can

dispose of Billy. Would you like that, Captain? That can be

your first reward, if you join me. Billy’s death. I will kill him

for you, or let you do it yourself. He killed your mate, you

know.”

“Hairy Mike?” Marsh said, feeling chilled.

“Yes,” said Julian. “And your engineer too, after a few

weeks. He caught him trying to weaken the boilers, so

they’d explode. Would you like to revenge your people? It is

within your power.” Julian leaned forward intently, his dark

eyes gleaming, excited. “You can have other things as well.

Wealth. I care nothing for that. You can handle all my

money.”

“All you stole from Joshua.”

Julian smiled. “A bloodmaster receives many gifts,” he

said. “I can offer you women as well. I have lived among

your people for many years, I know your lusts, your thirsts.

How long has it been since you’ve had a woman, Captain?

Would you like Valerie? She can be yours. She is lovelier

than any woman of your race, and she will not grow old and

hideous, not in your lifetime. You can have her. The others

as well. They will not harm you. What else would you like?

Food? Toby is still alive. You can have his cooking six, seven

times a day if you desire.

“You are a practical man, Captain. You do not share the

religious delusions of your race. Consider what you are

being offered. You will have the power to punish your

enemies and protect your friends, a full stomach, money,



women. And all for doing what you want to do desperately,

for running this steamboat. Your Fevre Dream.”

Abner Marsh snorted. “She ain’t mine no more. You’ve

fouled her.”

“Look around you. Are things so bad? We have run

between Natchez and New Orleans regularly, the steamer is

in good repair, hundreds of passengers have come and gone

without ever noticing anything amiss. A few vanish, most of

them ashore, in the towns and cities we visit. Billy says it is

safer that way. Only a handful have died aboard your

steamer, those whose beauty and youth were too

exceptional. More slaves die every day in New Orleans, yet

you do not work against slavery. The world is full of evils,

Abner. I do not ask you to condone or participate. Just run

your steamer, and mind your own business. We need your

expertise. Billy drives away passengers, we lose money on

every run. Even Joshua’s funds are not inexhaustible. Come,

Abner, give me your hand. Agree. You want to. I can feel it in

your eyes. You want this steamer back again. It is a thirst in

you, a passion. Take it, then. Good and evil are silly lies,

nonsense put forth to plague honest sensible men. I know

you, Abner, and I can give you what you want. Join me,

serve me. Take my hand, and together we will outrun the

Eclipse.” His dark eyes swirled and burned, endless depths,

reaching deep inside Marsh, touching him, feeling him

intimately, unclean and yet seductive, calling, calling. His

hand was extended. Abner Marsh started to reach out for it.

Julian smiled so nicely, and his words made so much sense.

He wasn’t asking Marsh to do nothing terrible, just run a

steamboat, help protect him, protect his friends. Hell, he’d

protected Joshua, and Joshua was a vampire too, wasn’t he?

And maybe there’d be some killing on the boat, but a man

had been strangled on the Sweet Fevre back in ’54, and two

gamblers had been shot dead on the Nick Perrot when



Marsh was running her; none of that had been his blame, he

was just tending his own affairs, running his steamers, it

wasn’t like he’d kill anybody himself. Man had to protect his

friends but not the whole world, he’d see to it that Sour Billy

got what he deserved. It all sounded good, a damn good

deal. Julian’s eyes were black and hungry and his skin felt

cool, hard like Joshua’s, like Joshua’s that night on the levee

. . .

. . . and Abner Marsh snatched his hand away. “Joshua,”

he said loudly. “That’s it. You ain’t beaten him yet, have

you? You got him whipped, but he’s still alive, and you ain’t

got him to drink blood, you ain’t got him to change. That’s

why.” Marsh felt his blood rising to his face. “You don’t care

how much damn money this steamboat makes. If she sunk

tomorrow, you wouldn’t care a good goddamn, you’d just go

somewheres else. And Sour Billy, maybe you want to get rid

of him, use me instead, but that ain’t it. It’s Joshua. If I join

you it will break whatever he’s got left, prove you right.

Joshua trusted me, and you want me ’cause you know what

that’d do to him.” Julian’s hand was still extended, rings

shining softly on his long pale fingers. “Damn you!” Marsh

roared, and he picked up his walking stick and swung it

hard, smashing the hand to the side. “DAMN YOU!”

The smile died on Damon Julian’s lips and his face became

something inhuman. There was nothing in his eyes but

darkness and age and flickering dim fires that burned with

ancient evil. He stood up, so he towered over Abner Marsh,

and he snatched the stick away as Marsh swung it at his

face. He broke it with his bare hands, as easily as Marsh

might break a dead match, and tossed it to the side. The

pieces clattered off the wall and dropped to the carpet. “You

might have been remembered as the man who outran the

Eclipse,”Julian said with a malicious coldness. “Instead, you

will die. It is going to last a long time, Captain Marsh. You



are much too ugly for me. I am giving you to Billy, to teach

him the taste of blood. Maybe dear Joshua should have a

glass as well. It would do him good.” He smiled. “As for your

steamboat, Captain Marsh, don’t worry. I will take good care

of her after you are gone. No one on the river will ever

forget your Fevre Dream.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Aboard the Steamer Ozymandias,

Mississippi River, 

October 1857

Dawn was breaking when Abner Marsh was led from the

captain’s cabin. Morning mists lay heavily on the river, gray

wisps that drifted and curled smokily across the water and

threaded themselves through the steamer’s rails and

colonnades, writhing like living things soon to burn and

perish in the light of the morning sun. Damon Julian saw the

red blush in the east, and remained in the dimness of his

cabin. He pushed Marsh through the door. “Take the captain

to his cabin, Billy,” he said. “Keep him safe until dark. You

will be so kind as to join us for supper, Captain Marsh?” He

smiled. “I knew you would.”

They were waiting just outside. Sour Billy, in a black suit

and a checkered vest, was sitting with his chair tilted back

against the wall of the texas, cleaning his fingernails with

his knife. He stood up when the door opened, and tossed

the knife easily in his hand. “Yes, sir, Mister Julian,” he said,

his ice-colored eyes fixed on Marsh.

He had two others with him. The night folks who’d helped

Billy take Marsh from the Eli Reynolds had retreated back to



their staterooms to escape the touch of morning, so Billy

had called up some of his river scum, it appeared. As Julian

shut the cabin door, they moved in. One of them was a

portly youth with ragged brown whiskers, a live oak cudgel

stuck through his cord belt. The other one was a giant, and

the ugliest damn thing Abner Marsh had ever seen. He must

have stood near seven foot tall, but he had a tiny little head,

squinty eyes, wooden teeth, and no nose at all. Abner Marsh

stared.

“Don’t you go looking at Noseless,” Sour Billy said. “It

ain’t polite, Cap’n.” Noseless, as if to agree, grabbed

Marsh’s arm roughly and twisted it up behind him so hard it

hurt. “A gator bit off his nose,” Sour Billy said. “Ain’t his

fault. You hold Cap’n Marsh tight now, Noseless. Cap’n

Marsh is fond of jumpin’ into the river, and we don’t want

none of that.” Billy swaggered over and poked his knife into

Marsh’s stomach, just enough so Marsh felt the prick. “You

swim better’n I figgered, Cap’n. Must be all this fat, makes it

easier to float.” He twisted the knife suddenly and sliced a

silver button from Marsh’s jacket. It fell clattering to the

deck, and rolled around and around in a circle until Sour

Billy stepped on it. “No swimming today, Cap’n. We’re goin’

to bed you down proper. You even get your own cabin. Don’t

think you’re goin’ to sneak out neither. Maybe the night

folks is all asleep, but Noseless or me will be right outside all

day. Come on, now.” Billy flipped his knife in the air lazily,

sheathed it, and turned. He led them aft, Noseless

propelling Marsh along behind him, the third man bringing

up the rear.

They rounded a corner of the texas, and nearly bowled

right into Toby Lanyard.

“Toby!” Marsh exclaimed. He tried to step forward, but

Noseless twisted his arm and Marsh grunted in pain and



stopped.

Sour Billy Tipton stopped too, staring. “What the hell you

doing up here, nigger?” he snapped.

Toby didn’t look at him. He stood there in a frayed brown

suit, his hands clasped behind his back, head bowed,

scuffing one boot nervously against the deck.

“I said, what the hell you doing here, nigger?” Sour Billy

said dangerously. “Why ain’t you chained up in the kitchen?

You gimme an answer now, or you’re goin’ to be one sorry

nigger.”

“Chained!” Marsh roared.

At that Toby Lanyard finally raised his head, and nodded.

“Mister Billy says I is a slave agin, never mind I got no

freedom papers. He chains us all up when we ain’t workin’.”

Sour Billy Tipton reached behind him and pulled out his

knife. “How’d you get loose?” he demanded.

“I broke his chains, Mister Tipton,” said a voice from above

them. They all looked up. On top of the texas, Joshua York

stood staring down at them. His white suit shone against the

morning sun, and a gray cloak was rippling in the wind.

“Now,” said York, “kindly let go of Captain Marsh.”

“It’s daylight out,” the stout young hand said, pointing at

the sun with his oak cudgel. He sounded scared.

“You get yourself out of here,” Sour Billy Tipton said to

York, his neck craned back awkwardly so he could see the

interloper. “You try anything and I’m calling Mister Julian.”



Joshua York smiled. “Really?” he said, glancing at the sun.

It was clearly visible now, a burning yellow eye amidst a

blaze of red and orange clouds. “Do you imagine he’d

come?”

Sour Billy’s tongue flicked nervously across his thin lips.

“You don’t scare me none.” He hefted his knife. “It’s day and

you’re all alone.”

“No he ain’t,”said Toby Lanyard. Toby’s hands had come

out from behind his back. There was a meat cleaver in one

of them and a big ragged-edged carving knife in the other.

Sour Billy Tipton stared and took a step backward.

Abner Marsh glanced over his shoulder. Noseless was still

squinting up at Joshua. His grip had loosened just a little.

Marsh saw his chance. With all his strength he threw himself

back into the giant, and Noseless stumbled and went down.

Abner Marsh landed on top of him, all three hundred

pounds, and the giant grunted like a cannonball had just

caught him in the gut, and all the breath went out of him,

and Marsh wrenched free his arm and rolled. He checked his

roll barely in time—a knife sprung up quivering in the deck

an inch in front of his face. Marsh swallowed hard, and then

smiled. He yanked the blade free and got to his feet.

The man with the cudgel had taken two quick steps

forward and thought better of it. Now he stepped back, and

Joshua jumped quicker than Marsh could blink, landed

behind the man, warded off a wild blow of the live oak club,

and all of a sudden the heavy youth was on the deck, out

cold. Marsh hadn’t even seen the blow that did it.

“Leave me alone!” Sour Billy said. He was retreating

before Toby. He retreated right into Marsh, who grabbed him

and spun him around and slammed him up against a door.



“Don’t kill me!” Billy squealed. Marsh pressed an arm

against his windpipe and leaned into him, pushing the knife

up against Billy’s skinny ribs, over the heart. Those ice-

colored eyes had gone wide and scared. “Don’t!” he choked.

“Why the hell not?”

“Abner!” warned Joshua, and Marsh glanced back just in

time to see Noseless come surging to his feet. He made an

animal noise and lunged forward, and then Toby moved

faster than Marsh ever would have imagined, and the giant

stumbled to his knees, choking on his own blood. Toby had

made a single slash with that carving knife, and opened his

throat for him. Blood came pouring out, and Noseless

blinked his squinty little eyes and raised his hands up

against his neck, as if to catch it as it fell. Finally he

collapsed.

“That was not necessary, Toby,” Joshua York said quietly.

“I could have stopped him.”

Gentle Toby Lanyard just frowned, holding his cleaver and

the bloody knife. “I ain’t so good as you is, Cap’n York,” he

said. He turned to Marsh and Sour Billy. “Cut him open,

Cap’n Marsh,” he urged. “I bet you Mister Billy ain’t got no

heart in dere.”

“Don’t, Abner. One killing is enough.”

Abner Marsh heard both of them. He shoved the knife

forward just enough to prick through Billy’s shirt and start a

little trickle of bleeding. “You like that?” Marsh asked. Sweat

plastered Billy’s lank hair to his brow. “You like it good

enough when you’re holdin’ the knife, don’t you?”

Billy choked on his reply, and Marsh let up the pressure on

his skinny neck enough to let him talk. “Don’t kill me!” Billy



said, his voice gone thin and shrill. “It ain’t my doing, it’s

Julian, he makes me do them things. He’ll kill me if I don’t

do like he tells me!”

“He kilt ol’ Hairy Mike, an’ Whitey, too,” Toby said, “an’ a

mess o’ other folks. One man he burn up in the furnace, you

could hear dat poor man screamin’ all over. Tole me I was a

slave agin, Cap’n Marsh, and when I shows him my freedom

papers he done rip ’em up an’ burn ’em. Cut him up, Cap’n.”

“He’s lyin’! Them are damn nigger lies!”

“Abner,” said Joshua, “let him go. You have his weapon,

he’s harmless now. If you kill him like this, you’re no better

than he is. He can help us, if anyone challenges us as we’re

leaving. We still have to reach the yawl and get away.”

“Yawl,” said Abner Marsh. “To hell with the yawl. I’m takin’

my steamboat back.” He smiled at Sour Billy. “Billy here can

get us in to Julian’s cabin, I reckon.”

Sour Billy swallowed hard. Marsh felt the lump of his

Adam’s apple against his skin.

“If you attack Julian, you go alone,” Joshua said. “I will not

help you.

Marsh craned his head around and stared at York in

astonishment. “After all he done?”

All of a sudden Joshua looked awful weak and tired. “I

cannot,” he whispered. “He is too strong, Abner. He is

bloodmaster, he rules me. Even to dare this much goes

against all the history of my people. He has bonded me to

him a dozen times, forcing me to feed him with my blood.

Each submission leaves me . . . weaker. More in his thrall.

Abner, please understand. I could not do it. He would look at



me with those eyes, and before I could take two steps I

would be his. As likely as not it would be you I killed, not

Julian.”

“Toby and me will do it then,” Marsh said.

“Abner, you would not have a chance. Listen to me. We

can escape now. I’ve taken a great risk to save you. Do not

throw it away.”

Marsh looked back at helpless Billy and thought on it.

Maybe Joshua was right. Besides, his gun was gone now,

they didn’t have nothing to hurt Julian with. Knives and

meat cleavers sure wouldn’t do it, and Marsh wasn’t anxious

to face Julian hand to hand. “We’ll go,” he said at last, “but

after I kill this one.”

Sour Billy whimpered. “No,” he said. “Let me go, I’ll help

you.” His pox-scarred face was moist. “It’s easy for you, with

your damn fancy steamboat and all, I never had no choice,

ain’t never had nothing, no family, no money, got to do like

I’m told.”

“You ain’t the only one ever growed up poor,” Marsh said.

“It ain’t no excuse. You made up your own goddamned mind

to be like you are.” His hand was shaking. He wanted to

shove the knife in so bad it hurt, but somehow he couldn’t,

not like this. “Damn you,” Marsh said grudgingly. He let go

of Billy’s throat and stepped backward, and Billy pitched

forward to his knees. “Come on, you’re gettin’ us safe to

that damn yawl.”

Toby made a sound of disgust, and Sour Billy eyed him

warily. “Keep that damn nigger cook away from me! Him

and that cleaver, you keep ’em away.”



“On your goddamn feet,” Marsh said. He looked over to

Joshua, who was holding a hand against his forehead. “You

all right?”

“The sun,” York said wearily. “We have to hurry.”

“Others,” said Marsh. “What about Karl Framm? He still

alive?”

Joshua nodded, “Yes, and others, but we can’t free them

all. We don’t have the time. This has taken too long as it is.”

Abner Marsh frowned. “Maybe so,” he said, “but I ain’t

leaving without Mister Framm. Him and you are the only

ones can pilot this steamer. If we take both of you, she’ll be

stuck here, until we can come back.”

Joshua nodded. “He’s guarded. Billy, who is with Framm

now?”

Sour Billy had struggled to his feet. “Valerie,” he said, and

Marsh remembered that pale form and beckoning violet

eyes, drawing him down into the darkness.

“Good,” said Joshua. “Hurry.” And then they were moving,

Marsh keeping a wary eye on Sour Billy, Toby concealing his

weapons within the folds and pockets of his coat. Framm’s

cabin was up on the texas, but around on the far side of the

boat. The window was curtained and shuttered, the door

locked. Joshua shattered the lock with a single short blow of

his hard white hand, and pushed it open. Marsh crowded in

after him, pushing Sour Billy before him.

Framm was fully clothed, lying face down on the bed,

dead to the world. But next to him a pale form sat up and

stared at them from wide angry eyes. “Who . . . Joshua?”



She rose from the bed swiftly. Her nightdress fell in white

folds around her. “It’s day. What do you want?”

“Him,” said Joshua.

“It’s day,”Valerie insisted. Her eyes lingered on Marsh and

Sour Billy. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving,” said Joshua York, “and Mister Framm is going

with us.

Marsh told Toby to keep an eye on Billy, and went over to

the bed. Karl Framm didn’t move. Marsh rolled him over.

There were wounds on his neck, and dried blood on his shirt

and his chin. He moved limply, heavily, and showed no signs

of waking. But he was still breathing.

“The thirst was on me,” Valerie said, her voice small,

looking from Marsh to York. “After the hunt . . . I had no

choice . . . Damon gave him to me.”

“Is he still alive?” Joshua asked.

“Yes,” said Marsh. “We’ll have to carry him, though.” He

stood up and gestured. “Toby, Billy, you take him down to

the yawl.”

“Joshua, please,”Valerie pleaded. Standing there in her

nightdress, she looked helpless and afraid. It was hard to

see her the way she’d been on the Eli Reynolds, or imagine

her drinking Framm’s blood. “When Damon finds him gone,

he will punish me. Please, don’t.”

Joshua hesitated. “We must take him, Valerie.”

“Take me too, then!” she said. “Please.”



“It is day.”

“If you can risk it, I can. I’m strong. I’m not afraid.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Joshua insisted.

“If you leave me here, Damon will be certain I helped

you,” Valerie said. “He’ll punish me. Haven’t I been

punished enough? He hates me, Joshua . . . he hates me

because I loved you. Help me. I don’t want it . . . the thirst. I

don’t! Please, Joshua, let me come with you!”

Abner Marsh could see her fear, and all of a sudden she

no longer seemed like one of them, only like a woman, a

human woman begging for help. “Let her come, Joshua.”

“Dress, then,” Joshua York said. “Hurry. Wear some of

Mister Framm’s clothing. It’s heavier than your own, and will

cover more of your skin.”

“Yes,” she said. She slipped off the nightdress to reveal a

slender white body, high full breasts, strong legs. From a

drawer she got one of Framm’s shirts and buttoned it on. In

barely a minute she was dressed; trousers, boots, vest and

coat, a slouch hat. All of it was too big for her, but it didn’t

seem to hinder her movement.

“C’mon,” Marsh snapped.

Billy and Toby carried Framm between them. The pilot was

still unconscious, and his boots scraped along the deck as

they hurried to the stair. Marsh came just behind them, his

hand on the knife, which he kept shoved through his belt,

concealed by the hang of his jacket. Valerie and Joshua

brought up the rear.



The grand saloon was full of passengers, a few of whom

eyed them curiously, but no one said anything. Down on the

main deck, they had to step over sleeping deckhands, none

of them men Marsh recognized. As they approached the

sounding yawl, a couple of men moved toward them.

“Where you goin’?” one demanded.

“None of your concern,” Sour Billy said. “We’re taking

Framm here for some doctoring. Seems he ain’t feeling

good. Both of you, now, help us get him into the yawl.”

One of the men hesitated, staring at Valerie and Joshua.

Clearly it was the first time he’d seen either by day. “Does

Julian know about this?” he said. Others were watching from

all around the main deck, Marsh saw. He held the knife

tightly, ready to slit Sour Billy’s goddamn throat if he said

one wrong word.

“You giving me lip, Tim?” Billy asked coldly. “You better

think of what happened to Alligator George, maybe. Now

move your damn ass and do like I told you!”

Tim flinched and jumped to obey. Three others rushed to

help him, and in no time at all the yawl was in the water

alongside the steamer, and Karl Framm had been lowered

into it. Joshua helped Valerie step across, and Toby hopped

down after them. The deck was lined with curious hands

now. Abner Marsh moved real close to Sour Billy Tipton and

whispered, “You done real good so far. Now get into the

yawl.”

Sour Billy looked at him. “You said you’d let me go,” he

said.

“I lied,” Marsh said. “You’re stayin’ with us till we’re out of

here.”



Sour Billy backed away. “No,” he said. “You’re just goin’ to

kill me.” He raised his voice. “Stop them!” he shouted.

“They had me prisoner, they’re running off, stop them!” He

wrenched backward, out of Marsh’s reach. Marsh cussed

and pulled loose the knife but it was too late, all the

deckhands and rousters were moving toward him. A couple

had knives of their own, he saw. “Kill him!” Sour Billy was

yelling. “Get Julian, get help, kill them!”

Marsh grabbed the rope holding the yawl to the steamer,

parted it with one swift stroke of the knife, and threw the

blade at Billy’s yapping mouth. But it was a bad throw, and

anyhow Sour Billy ducked. Someone grabbed Marsh’s jacket.

He hit him hard across the face, and shoved him into the

men behind him. The yawl was drifting with the current now.

Marsh moved to step across before it went out of reach.

Joshua was yelling for him to hurry, but somebody caught

him around the throat and yanked him back. Abner Marsh

kicked back furiously, but the man held on, and the yawl

was getting farther away, downstream, Joshua was yelling,

and Marsh thought he was done for. Then Toby Lanyard’s

goddamn cleaver went whizzing by his ear, taking off a

piece of it as it went, and the arm around his throat fell

away as Marsh felt blood spatter his shoulder. He threw

himself forward, towards the yawl, and made about half the

distance, hitting the water heavily, belly first. It took all the

breath out of him, and the cold was a shock. Abner Marsh

flailed and thrashed and took in a mouthful of water and

river mud before he surfaced. He saw the yawl drifting

rapidly away, downstream, and paddled toward it. A rock or

a knife or something splashed right alongside his head, and

another fell a yard in front of him, but Toby had unshipped

the oars and was slowing the boat a little, and Marsh

reached it and threw an arm over the side. He nearly tipped

the boat over trying to climb in, but Joshua had him, and he

pulled, and before he knew it Marsh was lying on the bottom



of the yawl, blowing out water. When he pulled himself up,

they were twenty yards from the Fevre Dream, and moving

off swiftly as the current got them firmly in its grasp. Sour

Billy Tipton had gotten himself a pistol from somewhere,

and was standing on the forecastle popping away at them,

but he wasn’t hitting anything.

“Damn him,” Marsh said. “I should have killed him,

Joshua.”

“If you had, we would never had gotten away.”

Marsh frowned. “Hell. Maybe. Maybe it would have been

worth it anyway.” He looked around the yawl. Toby was

rowing, looking like he badly needed help. Marsh took

another oar. Karl Framm was still unconscious. Marsh

wondered how much blood Valerie had taken. Valerie herself

didn’t look so good. Huddled up in Framm’s clothing, his hat

pulled low over her face, she looked like she was shrivelling

in the light. Her pale skin already looked vaguely pinkish,

and those big violet eyes seemed small and dim and pained.

He wondered if they’d got away after all, as he slipped the

oar into the water and put his back into it. His arm hurt, his

ear was bleeding, and the sun was bright and rising.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

On the Mississippi River,

October 1857

Abner Marsh hadn’t rowed a sounding yawl in more than

twenty years. With only him and Toby pulling, it was

damned hard work, even going with the current. His arms

and back were complaining fiercely within the half-hour.

Marsh grunted and kept on rowing. The Fevre Dream was

out of sight now, vanished behind them. The sun was

creeping up the sky, and the river had grown very wide. It

looked to be almost a mile across.

“It hurts,” Valerie said.

Joshua York said, “Cover yourself.”

“I’m burning,”she said. “I never thought it would be like

this.” She looked up at the sun and shied away as if struck.

Marsh was startled by the vivid redness of her face.

Joshua York started to move toward her, and stopped

suddenly, looking unsteady. He put a hand up against his

brow and took a slow deliberate breath. Then, carefully, he

edged closer. “Sit in my shadow,” he said. “Pull down your

hat.”



Valerie curled up in the bottom of the yawl, practically in

Joshua’s lap. He reached down and straightened the collar

of her jacket in an oddly tender manner, then rested his

hand on the back of her head.

Down here, Marsh noted, the riverbanks were shorn of all

timber but for an occasional row of ornamental saplings.

Instead they saw carefully cultivated fields to either side,

flat and endless, here and there interrupted by the splendor

of a big Greek-Revival plantation house, its cupola

overlooking the wide, tranquil river. Ahead on the western

shore, a pile of smouldering bagasse, the refuse of

sugarcane stalks, was sending up a column of acrid gray

smoke. The pile was big as a house; the smoke spread in a

shroud across the river. Marsh couldn’t see no flames.

“Maybe we ought to put in,” he said to Joshua. “There’s

plantations all around us.”

Joshua had closed his eyes. He opened them when Marsh

spoke. “No,” he said. “We are too close. We must put more

distance between us and them. Billy may be coming after us

on foot along the shore, and when night falls . . .” He left the

rest unsaid.

Abner Marsh grunted and rowed. Joshua closed his eyes

again, and pulled his wide-brimmed white hat lower.

For more than an hour they moved down the river in

silence, the only sound the slap of the oars against water

and the song of an occasional bird. Toby Lanyard and Abner

Marsh rowed, while Joshua and Valerie lay huddled together

as if they were asleep, and Karl Framm sprawled beneath a

blanket. The sun rose in the sky. It was a chill, windy day,

but a bright one. Marsh was thankful for the planters and

the great piles of smoking bagasse that lined the shores



since the drifting gray pall from their fires gave the only

shade there was for the night folks.

Once Valerie cried out, as if in terrible pain. Joshua opened

his eyes and bent over her, stroking her long black hair and

whispering to her. Valerie whimpered. “I thought you were

the one, Joshua,” she said. “The pale king. I thought you’d

come to change it all, to take us back.” Her whole body

trembled when she tried to talk. “The city, my father told

me of the city. Is it there, Joshua? The dark city?”

“Quiet,” said Joshua York. “Quiet. You weaken yourself.”

“But is it there? I thought you would take us home, dear

Joshua. I dreamt of it, I did. I was so tired of it all. I thought

you had come to save us.

“Quiet,” Joshua said. He was trying to be forceful, but his

voice was sad and weary.

“The pale king,” she whispered. “Come to save us. I

thought you had come to save us.”

Joshua York kissed her lightly on her swollen, blistered lips.

“So did I,” he said bitterly. Then he pressed his fingers

against her mouth to quiet her, and closed his eyes again.

Abner Marsh rowed, while the river flowed around them

and the sun beat down overhead and the wind swept smoke

and ash across the water. A cinder got in his eye somehow,

and Marsh cussed and rubbed at it until the eye was red and

swollen and the tearing had stopped. By then his whole

body was one huge ache.

Two hours downstream Joshua began to talk, never

opening his eyes, in a voice thick with pain. “He is mad, you

know,” he said. “It is true. He took me, night after night. The



pale king, yes, I thought that, thought I was . . . but Julian

vanquished me, time after time, and I submitted. His eyes,

Abner, you have seen his eyes. Darkness, such darkness.

And old. I thought he was evil, and strong, and clever. But I

learned it was not so. Julian is not . . . Abner, he is mad,

truly. Once, he must have been all that I thought him, but

now . . . it is as though he sleeps. At times, he wakes,

briefly, and one senses what he must have been. You saw it,

Abner, that night at supper, you saw Julian stirred,

awakened. But most of the time. . . . Abner, he takes no

interest in the boat, the river, the people and events around

him. Sour Billy runs the Fevre Dream, devises the schemes

that keep my people safe. Julian seldom gives orders, and

when he does they are arbitrary, even stupid. He does not

read, or talk, he does not play chess. He eats indifferently. I

do not think he even tastes it. Since taking the Fevre

Dream, Julian has descended into some dark dream. He

spends most of his time in his cabin, in the darkness, alone.

It was Billy who spied the steamer following us, not Julian.

“I thought him evil at first, a dark king leading his people

into ruin, but watching him . . . he is ruined already, hollow,

empty. He feasts on the lives of your people because he has

no life of his own, not even a name that is truly his. Once I

wondered what he thought of, alone, all those days and

nights in darkness. I know now that he does not think at all.

Perhaps he dreams. If so, I think he dreams of death, of an

ending. He dwells in that black empty cabin as if it were a

tomb, stirring from it only at the scent of blood. And the

things he does . . . it is more than rashness. He courts

destruction, discovery. He must want an end, a rest, I

believe. He is so old. How tired he must be.”

“He offered me a deal,” Abner Marsh said. Without

breaking his labored stroke, Marsh recounted his

conversation with Damon Julian.



“You had half the truth, Abner,” Julian said when he’d

finished. “Yes, he would have liked to corrupt you, as a taunt

to me. But that was not all. You might have agreed and

never meant it. You might have lied to him, waited for a

chance, and tried to kill him. I think Julian knew that. By

bringing you aboard, he toyed with his own death.”

Marsh snorted. “If he wants to die, he could cooperate

more.”

Joshua opened his eyes. They were small and faded.

“When the danger is real and close to hand, it wakes him.

The beast in him . . . the beast is old and mindless and

weary, but when it wakes it struggles desperately to live . . .

it is strong, Abner. And old.” Joshua laughed feebly, a bitter

laugh without humor. “After that night . . . after it all went

wrong . . . I asked myself, over and over, how it could have

happened. Julian had drained a full glass of my . . . my

potion . . . it should have been enough, it should have killed

the red thirst, it should have . . . I did not understand . . . it

had always worked before, always, but not with Julian, not . .

. not with him. At first I thought it was his strength, the

power of him, the evil. Then . . . then one night he saw the

question in my eyes, and he laughed and told me. Abner,

you remember . . . when I told you my story . . . when I was

very young, the thirst did not touch me. Do you remember?”

“Yeah.”

Joshua nodded weakly. The skin was stretched tightly over

his face, red and chafed-looking. “Julian is old, Abner, old.

The thirst . . . he has not felt the thirst in years . . .

hundreds, thousands of . . . years . . . that was why the drink

. . . had no effect. I never knew, none of us did. You can

outlive the thirst, and he . . . he did not thirst . . . but he fed,

because he chose to, because of those things he said that



night, you remember, strength and weakness, masters and

slaves, all the things he said. Sometimes I think . . . the

humanity of him is all hollow, a mask . . . he is only an old

animal, so ancient it has lost even the taste for food, but it

hunts on nonetheless, because that is all it remembers, that

is all it is, the beast. The legends of your race, Abner, your

vampire tales . . . the living dead, the undead, we bear

those names in your stories. Julian . . . I think with Julian it is

the truth. Even the thirst is gone. Undead. Cold and hollow

and undead.”

Abner Marsh was trying to frame a comment to the effect

that he intended to erase the “un-” part from Joshua’s

description of Damon Julian, when Valerie suddenly sat bolt

upright in the yawl. Marsh flinched and froze in mid-stroke.

Beneath the slouchy felt hat, Valerie’s skin was raw as an

open wound, blistered and tight, with a color that had gone

beyond red to the dark mottled purple of a bloody bruise.

Her lips were cracked, and she drew them back in an insane

giggle to reveal long white teeth. The whites of her eyes had

swallowed up all the rest, so she looked blind and insane. “It

hurts!” she screamed, lifting hands red as lobster claws

above her head in an attempt to block out the sun. Then her

eyes darted round the boat, and lighted on Karl Framm’s

softly breathing form, and she scrambled toward him, her

mouth open.

“No!” Joshua York cried. He threw himself on top of her,

and wrenched her aside before her teeth could close on

Framm’s throat. Valerie struggled crazily, and screamed.

Joshua held her immobile. Valerie’s teeth snapped together,

again and again, until she had gnashed open her own lip.

Her mouth dripped a froth of blood and spit. Struggle as she

might, however, Joshua York was too much for her. Finally all

the fight seemed to go out of her. She slumped back

heavily, staring up at the sun out of blind white eyes.



Joshua cradled her in his arms, despairing. “Abner,” he

said, “the lead line. Under it. I hid it there last night, when

they went out for you. Please, Abner.”

Marsh stopped rowing and went to the lead line, the

thirty-three-foot-long rope used for soundings, a pipe filled

with lead at its end. Beneath its coils, Marsh found what

Joshua wanted; an unlabeled wine bottle, more than three-

quarters full. He passed it up to York, who pulled the cork

and forced it to Valerie’s swollen, cracked lips. The liquor

dribbled down her chin and most of it wound up soaking her

shirt, but Joshua got a little into her mouth. It seemed to

help. All of a sudden she began to suck at the bottle

greedily, like a baby sucking on a teat. “Easy,” said Joshua

York.

Abner Marsh moved the lead line around and frowned. “Is

that the only bottle?” he asked.

Joshua York nodded. His own face looked scalded now, like

the face of a second mate Marsh had once seen who’d stood

too near to a steam pipe that burst. Blisters and cracks were

appearing. “Julian kept my supply in his cabin, and doled it

out a bottle at a time. I dared not protest. Often enough he

toyed with the idea of destroying it all.” He pulled the bottle

away from Valerie. It was between a quarter and half-full

now. “I thought . . . thought it would be enough, until I could

make some more. I did not think Valerie would be with us.”

His hand shook. He sighed and put the bottle to his own lips,

taking a long, deep draught.

“Hurts,” Valerie whimpered. She curled up peacefully, her

body trembling, but the fit clearly past her now.

Joshua York handed the bottle back to Marsh. “Keep it,

Abner,” he said. “It must last. We must ration it.”



Toby Lanyard had stopped rowing and was staring back at

them. Karl Framm stirred weakly in the bottom of the yawl.

The boat drifted with the current, and up ahead Marsh saw

the smoke of an ascending steamer. He picked up an oar.

“Get us to shore, Toby,” he said. “C’mon. I’m goin’ to hail

that goddamn boat down there. We got to get us into a

cabin.”

“Yessuh, Cap’n,” said Toby.

Joshua touched his brow and flinched. “No,” he said softly.

“No, Abner, you shouldn’t. Questions.” He tried to stand up,

and reeled dizzily, dropping back to his knees. “Burning,” he

said. “No. Listen to me. Not the boat, Abner. Keep on. A

town, we’ll reach a town. By dark . . . Abner?”

“Hell,” said Abner Marsh, “you been out here maybe four

hours now, and look at you. Look at her. It ain’t even noon

yet. Both of you will be burned to a crisp if we don’t get you

inside.”

“No,” said York. “They’ll ask questions, Abner. You can’t . .

.”

“Shut your damn fool mouth,” Marsh said, putting his

aching back into the oar. The yawl moved across the river.

The steamer was coming up at them, pennants waving in

the wind, a handful of passengers strolling out on her

promenade. It was a New Orleans packet boat, Marsh saw

as they got near, a medium-sized side-wheeler named the

H. E. Edwards. He waved an oar at her and called across the

water, while Toby rowed and the yawl rocked. On the decks

of the steamboat, passengers waved back and pointed. She

gave a short, impatient blast on her whistle, and Abner

Marsh craned his head around and saw another boat, way

down the river, a white dot in the distance. His heart sunk.



They were racing, he knew, and there was no steamer in the

world going to stop for a hail in the middle of a race.

The H. E. Edwards surged past them at full speed, paddles

kicking so hard the wake bobbed them up and down like

they was shooting a rapids. Abner Marsh cussed and called

after her and waved his oar threateningly. The second boat

approached and passed even faster, her stacks trailing

sparks. They were left drifting in midriver, with empty fields

all around them, the sun above, and a pile of smouldering

bagasse downstream sending up a gray pillar of smoke.

“Land,” Marsh said to Toby, and they made for the western

bank. When they ran aground, he jumped out and pulled the

yawl farther in, standing knee-deep in mud. Even on the

goddamn shore, he thought when he looked around, there

was no shade, no trees to shelter them from the merciless

sun. “Get on out of there,” Marsh bellowed at Toby Lanyard.

“We got to get them up on the bank,” he said. “Then we’ll

drag out this goddamn boat and turn it over, get ’em under

it.” Toby nodded. They got Framm ashore first, then Valerie.

When Marsh took her under the arms and lifted her, she

shuddered wildly. Her face looked so bad he was scared to

touch it, lest it come off in his hand.

When they returned for Joshua, he was already out of the

boat. “I’ll help,” he said. “It’s heavy.” He was leaning against

the side of the yawl.

Marsh nodded to Toby, and the three of them pushed the

boat clear out of the river. It was hard. Abner Marsh put all

his strength into it. The mud along the bank fought against

him with wet, clutching fingers. Without Joshua, they might

never have done it. But finally they got it over the

embankment into the field, and flipping it over was easy.

Marsh grabbed Valerie under the arms again and dragged

her under the boat. “You get under here too, Joshua,” he



said, turning. Toby had Karl Framm and was ministering to

him, forcing a handful of river water between the pilot’s pale

lips. Joshua was nowhere to be seen. Marsh scowled and

went around the yawl. His pants, soaked and heavy with

mud, clung to his legs. “Joshua,” he roared, “where the hell

you got yourself . . .”

Joshua York had collapsed on the river bank, his red,

burned hand clawing at the mud. “Goddamn,”Marsh roared.

“Toby!”

Toby came running, and together they pulled York into the

shade. His eyes were closed. Marsh fetched out the bottle

and forced some down his throat. “Drink it, Joshua, drink it.

Goddamn you anyway.” Finally York began to swallow. He

didn’t stop swallowing until the bottle was empty. Abner

Marsh held it in his hand, frowning. He turned it upside

down. A last drop of Joshua York’s private liquor ran out and

fell on Marsh’s mud-caked boot. “Hell,” said Marsh. He flung

the empty bottle into the river. “Stay with ’em, Toby,” he

said. “I’m goin’ to fetch some help. Must be somebody

round here.”

“Yessuh, Cap’n Marsh,” Toby replied.

Marsh started off across the field. The sugar cane had all

been harvested. The fields were wide and empty, but off

over a rise Marsh saw a thin trail of smoke. He walked

toward it, hoping it was a house and not another

goddamned pile of burning bagasse. He hoped in vain, but a

few minutes past the fire he saw a bunch of slaves working

in the fields, and called out to them, breaking into a run.

They took him to the plantation house, where he told the

overseer his sad story about the boiler explosion that had

sunk their steamboat and killed everyone aboard, except for

a few who’d gotten away in the sounding yawl. The man



nodded and brought down the planter. “Got a couple folks

burned bad,” Marsh told him. “We got to be quick about it.”

A couple of minutes later, they’d hitched a pair of horses to

a wagon and were off across the fields.

When they arrived at the overturned yawl, Karl Framm

was standing up, looking dazed and weak. Abner Marsh

jumped down from the wagon and gestured. “Get movin’,”

he said to the men who’d come with him, “we got them

what was burned under there. Got to get ’em inside.” He

turned to Framm. “Are you all right, Mister Framm?”

Framm grinned weakly. “I been better, Cap’n,” he said,

“but I been a hell of a lot worse, too.”

Two men were carrying Joshua York to the wagon. His

white suit was stained with mud and wine, and he did not

move. The third man, the planter’s youngest son, came

crawling out from under the yawl and wiped his hands on

his pants, frowning. He looked a little sick. “Cap’n Marsh,”

he said, “That woman you got under there is burned to

death.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Gray Plantation, Louisiana,

October 1857

Two of the houseboys lifted Joshua York from the back of the

wagon, and carried him inside and up the wide, curving

staircase to a bedroom. “A dark one!” Abner Marsh yelled up

at them. “And pull the goddamned curtains, you hear me? I

don’t want no goddamned sunlight in there.” He turned to

his companions briefly, while the planter and his sons and a

couple more slaves went back outside to see to Valerie’s

corpse. Framm had thrown an arm around Toby’s shoulders

to keep himself erect. “You get some damn food into you,

Mister Framm,” Marsh said.

The pilot nodded.

“And remember what happened. We was on the Eli

Reynolds, and her boiler blew. Killed everybody, it did,

except us. She sunk clean out of sight, a long ways upriver,

where there’s no bottom. That’s all you know, you hear? Let

me tell the rest.”

“That’s more’n I know,” Framm said. “How the hell did I

get here?”



“Never you mind about that. Just listen to what I told you.”

Marsh turned and stomped up the stairs while Toby helped

Framm to a chair.

They had laid Joshua York on a wide canopied bed, and

were undressing him when Marsh came in. Joshua’s face

and hands were the worst, seared horribly, but even

beneath his clothing his pale white skin had reddened a bit.

He moved feebly as they pulled off his boots, and moaned.

“Lawd, this man burned up bad,”one of the slaves said,

shaking his head.

Marsh scowled and went to the windows, which were

thrown wide. He pulled them shut and closed the shutters.

“Fetch me a blanket or something,” he ordered, “to hang

across here. Too damn much light. And close them drapes

round the bed, too.” His tone was the bellow of a steamer

captain, and brooked no argument.

Only when the room was black as Marsh could make it,

and a gaunt haggard black woman had come up to tend to

York’s burns with herbs and healing salves and cold towels,

did Abner Marsh leave. Downstairs, the planter—a bluff,

stone-faced, lantern-jawed man who introduced himself as

Aaron Gray—and two of his sons were sitting to table with

Karl Framm. The scent of food made Marsh realize how long

it had been since he’d eaten. He felt ravenous. “Do join us,

Cap’n,” Gray said, and Marsh gladly pulled out a chair and

let them pile up fried chicken and cornbread and sweet peas

and taters on his plate.

Joshua had been right about the questions, Marsh

reflected as he wolfed down his food. The Grays asked a

hundred of them, and Marsh answered as best he could,

when his mouth wasn’t full of food. Framm excused himself

just as Marsh was taking seconds—the pilot was still looking



poorly—and let himself be led to a bed. The more questions

Marsh answered, the less comfortable he got. He wasn’t a

natural-born liar like some rivermen he knew, and that

became more obvious with every damned word he uttered.

Somehow, though, he made it through the meal, although

Marsh fancied that Gray and his eldest boy were both

looking at him kind of queer by the time he had done with

dessert.

“Your nigger is fine,” the second son said as they left the

table, “and Robert has gone off to bring back Doctor Moore

to attend to the other two. Sally will take care of ’em in the

meanwhile. No sense you frettin’, Cap’n. Maybe you’d like to

rest up, too. You’ve been through a lot, losin’ your

steamboat and all those friends of yours.”

“Yeah,” said Abner Marsh. No sooner had the suggestion

been made than Marsh felt incredibly weary. He hadn’t slept

in something like thirty hours now. “I’d appreciate that,” he

said.

“Show him to a room, Jim,” the planter said. “And Cap’n,

Robert will pay a call on the undertaker, too. For that

unfortunate woman. Most tragic, most. What did you say

her name was?”

“Valerie,” Marsh said. For the life of him, he couldn’t recall

what last name she’d been using. “Valerie York,” he

improvised.

“She’ll get a good Christian burial,” Gray said, “unless you

want to take her to her family, perhaps?”

“No,” said Marsh, “no.”

“Fine. Jim, take Cap’n Marsh upstairs. Put him near that

poor burned-up friend of his.”



“Yessuh, Daddy.”

Marsh hardly bothered glancing at the room they gave

him. He slept like a log.

When he woke, it was dark.

Marsh sat up in bed stiffly. The rowing had taken its toll.

His joints creaked when he moved, he had a terrible cramp

in his shoulders, and his arms felt like somebody had beaten

on them with a big oak club. He groaned and edged slowly

to the side of the mattress, lowering his bare feet to the

floor. Every step sent pains through him as he went to the

window and opened it wide to let some cool night air into

the room. Outside was a small stone balcony, and beyond it

a fringe of China trees and the fields, desolate and empty in

the moonlight. In the distance Marsh could make out the

dim glow of the bagasse, still sending up its veil of smoke.

Beyond it, only a faint glimmering from here, was the river.

Marsh shivered, closed the window and went back to bed.

It was chilly in the room now, so he pulled the blankets over

himself and rolled onto his side. The moonlight etched darks

and shadows everywhere, and the furniture, all strange to

him, became stranger still in the faint light. He could not

sleep. He found himself thinking of Damon Julian and the

Fevre Dream, and worrying about whether the steamer was

still where he’d left her. He thought of Valerie as well. He

had gotten a good look at her when they’d pulled her out

from under the yawl, and she hadn’t been a pretty sight.

You’d never have thought that she’d been beautiful, pale

and graceful and sensual, with those great violet eyes.

Abner Marsh felt sorry for her, and thought that was strange

of him, seeing as how it was only last night around this time

that he’d tried to kill her with that buffalo gun of his. The



world was an awful queer place, he thought, when so

goddamned much could change in a day.

Finally he slept again.

“Abner,” came the whisper, disturbing his dreams.

“Abner,” came the voice, calling, “let me in.”

Abner Marsh sat up suddenly. Joshua York was standing on

his balcony, rapping on the glass of his window with a pale,

scarred hand.

“Hold on,” Marsh said. It was still black outside and the

house was quiet. Joshua smiled as Marsh climbed out of bed

and padded toward him. His face was lined with cracks and

fissures, husks of dying skin. Marsh opened the doors to the

balcony, and Joshua stepped through, wearing his sad white

suit, all stained and rumpled now. It wasn’t until he was in

the room that Abner Marsh remembered the empty bottle

he’d tossed into the river. He stepped back suddenly.

“Joshua, you ain’t . . . you ain’t thirstin’, are you?”

“No,” said Joshua York. His gray cloak moved and curled in

the wind that rustled through the open balcony doors. “I did

not want to break the lock, or the glass. Do not be afraid,

Abner.”

“You’re better,” Marsh said, looking at him. York’s lips

were still cracked, his eyes were sunk in deep purple-black

pits, but he was much improved. At noon he’d looked like

death.

“Yes,” Joshua said. “Abner, I’ve come to take my leave.”

“What?” Marsh was flabbergasted. “You can’t leave.”



“I must, Abner. They saw me, whoever owns this

plantation. I have a vague memory of being treated by a

doctor. Tomorrow I will be healed. What will they think

then?”

“What will they think when they go to bring you breakfast

and you ain’t there?” Marsh said.

“No doubt they will be puzzled, but it will be easier to

account for nonetheless. You can be as shocked as they are,

Abner. Tell them that I must have wandered off in a fever. I

will never be found.”

“Valerie is dead,” Marsh said.

“Yes,” said Joshua. “There is a wagon outside with a coffin

in it. I guessed it was for her.” He sighed and shook his

head. “I failed her. I have failed all my people. We should

never have taken her.”

“She made her choice,” Marsh said. “At least she got free

of him.”

“Free,” Joshua York said bitterly. “Is this the freedom I

bring my people? A poor gift. For a time, before Damon

Julian came into my life, I dared to dream that Valerie and I

might be lovers someday. Not in the fashion of my own

people, inflamed by blood, but with a passion born of

tenderness, and affection, and mutual desire. We talked of

that.” His mouth twisted in self-reproach. “She believed in

me. I killed her.”

“Like hell,” Marsh said. “At the end, she said she loved

you. She didn’t have to come with us. She wanted to. We all

got to choose, you said. I think she picked right. She was an

awful pretty lady.”



Joshua York shuddered. “She walks in beauty, like the

night,” he said very quietly, staring down at his clenched

fist. “Sometimes I question whether there is an hour for my

race, Abner. The nights are full of blood and terror, but the

days are merciless.”

“Where are you goin’?” Marsh asked.

Joshua looked grim. “Back.”

Marsh scowled. “You can’t.”

“I have no other choice.”

“You just escaped from there,” Marsh said hotly. “After all

we went through to get loose, you can’t just up and go back.

Wait. Hide in the woods or something, go to some town. I’ll

get loose of here and we’ll join up, make some plans for

getting that steamboat back.”

“Again?” Joshua shook his head. “There is a story I never

told you, Abner. It happened a long time ago, during my first

months in England, when the red thirst still came upon me

regularly, driving me out in search of blood. One night I had

fought it, and lost, and I hunted through the midnight

streets. I came upon a couple, a man and a woman hurrying

somewhere. My habit was to shun such prey, to take only

those who walked alone, for safety’s sake. But the thirst was

on me badly, and even from a distance I could see that the

woman was very beautiful. She drew me like a flame draws

the moth, and I came. I attacked from darkness, and got my

hands around the man’s neck, and ripped away half his

throat, I thought. Then I shoved him aside and he fell. He

was a huge man. I took the woman in my arms, and bent

my teeth to her neck, ever so gently. My eyes held her still,

entranced her. I had just tasted the first hot, sweet flow of

blood when I was seized from behind and torn from her



embrace. It was the man, her companion. I had not killed

him after all. His neck was thick with muscle and fat, and

while I had ripped it open so it dripped blood, he was still on

his feet. He never said a word. He only put up his fists as a

prizefighter might, and hit me square in the face. He was

quite strong. The blow stunned me, and opened a gash

above my eye. I was already distracted. Being pulled from

your victim like that is a sickening feeling, dizzy,

disorienting. The man hit me again, and I lashed out

backhanded at him. He went down heavily, long gashes

across his cheek, one of his eyes half-torn from his skull. I

turned back to the woman, pressed my mouth to the open

wound. And then he was on me again. I tore his arm loose of

me and all but ripped it from its socket, and I broke one of

his legs for good measure, with a kick. He went down. This

time I watched. Painstakingly, he got up again, raised his

fists, moved toward me. Twice more I knocked him down,

and twice more he rose. Finally I broke his neck, and he

died, and then I killed his woman.

“Afterward, I could not put him from my mind. He must

have known that I was not entirely human. He must have

realized, strong as he was, that he was no match for my

strength, my speed, my thirst. I was distracted by my own

fever, and the beauty of his companion, and I missed my

kill. He might have been spared. He could have run. He

could have called out for help. He could have taken a

moment and found a weapon. But he did not. He saw his

lady in my arms, saw me bleeding her, and all he could

think of was to get up and come at me with those big,

foolish fists of his. When I had time to reflect, I found myself

admiring his strength, his mad courage, the love he must

have had for that woman.

“But Abner, for all that, he was stupid. He saved neither

his lady nor himself.



“You remind me of that man, Abner. Julian has taken your

Fevre Dream from you, and all you can think of is getting

her back, so you get up and cock your fists and come

straight on, and Julian knocks you down again. One day you

will not get up, if you continue these attacks. Abner, give it

up!”

“What the hell you sayin’?” Marsh demanded in an angry

voice. “It’s Julian and his vampires got to worry now. That

goddamn steamer ain’t goin’ no place without a pilot.”

“I can pilot her,” said Joshua York.

“Will you?”

“Yes.”

Marsh felt sick with anger and betrayal. “Why?” he

demanded. “Joshua, you ain’t like them!”

“I will be, unless I return,” York said gravely. “Unless I have

my potion, the thirst will come on me, all the fiercer for the

years I have held it at bay. And then I will kill, and drink, and

be as Julian is. The next time I entered a bedroom by night,

it would not be to talk.”

“Go back then! Fetch your damned drink! But don’t move

that damned steamer, not until I can get there.”

“With armed men. With sharpened stakes and hate in your

hearts. To kill. I will not permit that.”

“Whose side are you on?”

“The side of my people.”

“Julian’s side,” spat Marsh.



“No,” said Joshua York. He sighed. “Listen, Abner, and try

to understand. Julian is the bloodmaster. He controls them,

all of them. Some of them are like him, corrupt, evil.

Katherine, Raymond, others, they follow him willingly. But

not all of them. You saw Valerie, you heard her in the yawl

today. I am not alone. Our races are not so very different. All

of us have good and evil in us, and all of us dream. Yet if you

attack the steamer, if you move against Julian, they will

defend him, no matter what their private hopes may be.

Centuries of enmity and fear will drive them. A river of blood

flows between day and night, and it cannot be crossed

easily. Those who hesitate, if any, will be compelled.

“If you come, Abner, you and your people, there will be

death. And not Julian’s alone. The others will guard him, and

they will perish, and your people as well.”

“Sometimes you got to take that risk,” Marsh said. “And

those who help Julian deserve to die.”

“Do they?” Joshua looked sad. “Perhaps they do. Perhaps

we all should die. We are out of place in this world your race

has built. Your kind has killed all but a handful of us. Perhaps

it is time to slaughter the last survivors as well.” He smiled

grimly. “If that is what you intend, Abner, then remember

who I am. You are my friend, but they are blood of my blood,

my people. I belong with them. I thought I was their king.”

His tone was so bitter and despairing that Abner Marsh

felt his anger fading. In its place was pity. “You tried,” he

said.

“I failed. I failed Valerie, and Simon, failed all those who

believed in me. I failed you and Mister Jeffers, and that

infant as well. I think I may even have failed Julian, in some

strange way.”



“It ain’t your fault,” Marsh insisted.

Joshua York shrugged, but there was a cold grim look in

his gray eyes. “Past is past. My concern is with tonight and

tomorrow night and the night after. I must go back. They

need me, though they may not realize it. I must go back and

do what I can, however little it may be.”

Abner Marsh snorted. “And you tell me to give it up? You

think I’m like that damned fool kept comin’ at you? Hell,

Joshua, what about you? How many times has Julian bled

you now? It appears to me you’re just as damned stubborn

and stupid as you say I am.”

Joshua smiled. “Perhaps,” he admitted.

“Hell,” Marsh swore. “All right. You’re goin’ back to Julian,

like some egg-suckin’ idyut. What the hell do you want me

to do?”

“You had better leave here as quickly as you can,” Joshua

said, “before our hosts get more suspicious than they are

already.”

“I’d figured out that much.”

“It’s over, Abner. Don’t come looking for us again.”

Abner Marsh scowled. “Hell.”

Joshua smiled. “You damned fool,” he said. “Well, look if

you must. You won’t find us.”

“I’ll see about that.”

“Maybe there’s hope for us yet. I’ll return and tame Julian

and build my bridge between night and day, and together



you and I will outrun the Eclipse.”

Abner Marsh snorted derisively, but down inside he

wanted to believe. “You take care of my goddamned

steamboat,” he said. “Ain’t never been a faster one, and she

better be in good repair when I get her back.”

When Joshua smiled it made the dry, dead skin around his

mouth crackle and tear. He lifted a hand to his face and tore

it away. It peeled off whole, like it was only a mask he’d

been wearing, an ugly mask full of scars and wrinkles.

Beneath it his skin was milky white, serene and unlined,

ready to begin anew, ready for the world to write upon it.

York crumbled his old face in his hand; wisps of old pain and

flakes of skin sifted through his fingers and fell to the floor.

He wiped his hand on his coat and held it out to Abner

Marsh. They shook.

“We all got to make choices,” Marsh said. “You told me

that, Joshua, and you was right. Them choices ain’t always

easy. Someday you’re goin’ to have to choose, I think.

Between your night folks and . . . well, call it good. Doing

right. You know what I mean. Make the right choice, Joshua.”

“And you, Abner. Make your own choices wisely.”

Joshua York turned, his cloak swirling behind him, and

went outside. He vaulted over the balustrade with easy

grace and dropped the twenty feet to the ground like it was

something he did every day, landing on his feet. Then he

was gone, vanished, moving so quick he seemed to fade

into the night. Maybe he turned himself into a goddamned

mist, Abner Marsh thought.

Away off on the distant shine that was the river, a steamer

sounded her whistle, a faint melancholy call, kind of lost and

kind of lonely. It was a bad night on the river. Abner Marsh



shivered and wondered if there’d be a frost. He shut the

balcony doors and walked on back to bed.



CHAPTER THIRTY

Fever Years: 

November 1857–April 1870

Both of them were true to their word: Abner Marsh kept on

looking, but he did not find her.

They left Aaron Gray’s plantation as soon as Karl Framm

was strong enough to travel, several days after Joshua York

had vanished. Marsh was glad to be gone. Gray and his kin

were getting mighty curious by then about why there was

nothing in the papers about a steamboat explosion, and why

none of their neighbors had heard of it, and why Joshua had

taken off. And Marsh was getting tangled up in his own lies.

By the time he and Toby and Karl Framm got themselves

upriver, the Fevre Dream was gone, as he’d known she

would be. Marsh returned to St. Louis.

Through the long dreary winter, Marsh kept up his search.

He wrote more letters, he loitered around the riverfront bars

and billiard halls, he hired some more detectives, he read

too damn many newspapers, he found Yoerger and Grove

and the rest of the crew of the Eli Reynolds and sent them

up and down the river, cabin passage, looking. All of it

turned up nothing. No one had seen the Fevre Dream. No

one had seen the Ozymandias either. Abner Marsh figured



they’d changed her name again. He read every goddamned

poem Byron and Shelley ever wrote, but this time it was no

use. It got so bad he had the damn poems memorized, and

he even went on to other poets, but the only thing he found

that way was a sorry-looking Missouri stern-wheeler named

the Hiawatha.

Marsh did get one report from his detectives, but it told

him nothing he hadn’t figured out already. The side-wheel

steamer Ozymandias had left Natchez that October night

with about four hundred tons of freight, forty cabin

passengers, and maybe twice as many deckers. The freight

had never been delivered. Neither the steamer nor the

passengers had ever been seen again, except at a few

woodyards just downstream of Natchez. Abner Marsh read

over that letter a half dozen times, frowning. The numbers

were way too low, which meant that Sour Billy was doing

one damn poor job—unless he’d kept them down deliberate,

so Julian and his night folks could have an easy time of it. A

hundred and twenty people were gone, vanished. It gave

Marsh a cold sweat. He stared at that letter and

remembered what Damon Julian had said to him: No one on

the river will ever forget your Fevre Dream.

For months Abner Marsh was plagued by terrible

nightmares of a boat moving down the river, all black, every

lamp and candle extinguished, the big black tarpaulins hung

all around the main deck so even the ruddy light of the

furnaces could not escape, a boat dark as death and black

as sin, a shadow moving through moonlight and fog, hardly

seen, quiet and fast. In his dreams she made no sound as

she moved, and white shapes flitted about her decks silently

and haunted her grand saloon, and inside their staterooms

the passengers huddled in fear, until the doors opened one

midnight, and then they began to scream. Once or twice

Marsh woke up screaming as well, and even in his waking



hours he could not forget her, his dream boat cloaked in

shadows and screams, with smoke as black as Julian’s eyes

and steam the color of blood.

By the time the ice was breaking up on the upper river,

Abner Marsh was faced with a hard choice. He had not

found the Fevre Dream, and the search had brought him to

the brink of ruin. His ledger books told a grim story; his

coffers were almost empty. He owned a steamboat company

without any steamboats, and he lacked even the funds to

have a modest one built. So, reluctantly, Marsh wrote his

agents and detectives and called off the hunt.

With the little money he had left he went downriver, to

where the Eli Reynolds still sat in the cutoff that had

wrecked her. They fitted a new rudder to her, and patched

up her stern wheel a little, and waited for the spring floods.

The floods came, the cutoff became passable once more,

and Yoerger and his crew nursed the Reynolds back up to St.

Louis, where she was fitted with a brand new paddle, a new

engine with twice the push, and a second boiler. She even

got a new paint job, and a bright yellow carpet for her main

cabin. Then Marsh launched her into the New Orleans trade,

for which she was too small and too shabby and altogether

poorly fitted, so he could continue his hunt personally.

Abner Marsh knew even before he started that it was near

hopeless. Between Cairo and New Orleans alone, there was

some eleven hundred miles of river. Then there was the

upper Mississippi above Cairo all the way to the Falls of St.

Anthony, there was the Missouri, there was the Ohio and the

Yazoo and the Red River and about fifty other secondary

rivers and tributaries navigable by steamer, most of which

had tributaries of their own, not to mention all the little

creeks and streams and cutoffs that were navigable part of

the year, if you had a good pilot. She could be hiding up any



one of them, and if the Eli Reynolds steamed past and

missed her, it would mean starting all over again.

Thousands of steamboats plied the Mississippi river system,

with newcomers entering the trade every month, which

meant lots of damned names to sort through in the papers.

But Marsh was nothing if not stubborn. He searched, and the

Eli Reynolds became his home.

She did not get much trade. The biggest, fastest, most

luxurious steamboats on the river competed in the St. Louis-

to-New Orleans run, and the Reynolds, old and slow as she

was, attracted little custom away from the great side-

wheelers. “It’s not just that she’s fast as a snail and twice as

ugly,” Marsh’s New Orleans agent told him in the fall of

1858, while giving notice to take another job. “It’s you, too,

damned if I ain’t telling the truth.”

“Me?” Marsh roared. “What the hell you mean?”

“Folks on the river talk, y’know. They say you’re the

unluckiest man ever to own a steamboat. They say you got

some kind of curse on you, worse’n the curse on the

Drennan Whyte. One of your steamers blew her boilers, they

say, and killed everybody. Four got crushed up in an ice jam.

One got burned after everybody on her died of yaller fever.

And the last one, they say you wrecked her yourself, after

you went crazy and beat your pilot with a club.”

“Damn that man,” Marsh swore.

“Now, I ask you, who the hell is goin’ to ride with a cursed

man like that? Or work for him either. Not me, I tell you that

for sure. Not me.”

The man he’d hired to replace Jonathon Jeffers begged

Marsh more than once to take the Reynolds out of the New

Orleans trade, and have her work the upper Mississippi or



the Illinois, where she’d be better suited, or even the

Missouri, which was rough and dangerous but enormously

profitable if your steamboat didn’t get smashed to splinters.

Abner Marsh refused, and fired the man when he persisted.

He figured there was no chance that he’d find the Fevre

Dream on the northern rivers. Besides, during the last few

months he’d been making secret stops by night at certain

Louisiana woodyards and deserted islands in Mississippi and

Arkansas, taking on runaway slaves and bringing them up

north to the free states. Toby had put him in touch with a

bunch called the Underground Railroad, who made all the

arrangements. Abner Marsh had no use for the goddamned

railroads and insisted on calling it the underground river, but

it made him feel good to help, kind of like he was hurting

Damon Julian somehow. At times he’d hunker down with the

runaways on the main deck, and ask them about night folks

and the Fevre Dream and such, figuring that maybe the

blacks knew things that white folks didn’t, but none of them

ever told him anything useful.

For nearly three years, Abner Marsh continued his hunt.

They were hard years. By 1860 Marsh was heavily in debt

due to the losses incurred in running the Reynolds. He had

been forced to close the offices he had maintained in St.

Louis, New Orleans, and other river towns. Nightmares no

longer troubled him as they had, but he grew more and

more isolated with the passage of years. At times it seemed

to Marsh as if the time he had spent with Joshua York on the

Fevre Dream was the last real life he had known, that the

months and years since were drifting past as if in a dream.

At other times, he felt just the opposite, felt that this was

real, the red ink in his ledger books, the deck of the Eli

Reynolds under him, the smell of her steam, the stains on

her new yellow carpet. The memories of Joshua, the

splendor of the great steamboat they had built together, the

cold terror that Julian had stirred in him, these things were



the dream, Marsh thought, and no wonder they had

vanished, no wonder that folks along the river thought him

mad.

The events of the summer of 1857 became even more

dreamlike as, one by one, those who had shared some of

Marsh’s experiences began to drift out of his life. Old Toby

Lanyard had gone east a month after they had returned to

St. Louis. Being returned to slavery once had been enough

for him, now he wanted to get as far from the slave states

as possible. Marsh got a brief letter from him early in 1858,

saying that he’d gotten a job cooking in a Boston hotel.

After that he never heard from Toby again. Dan Albright had

found himself a berth on a spanking new New Orleans side-

wheeler. In the summer of 1858, however, Albright and his

boat had the misfortune to be in New Orleans during a

virulent outbreak of yellow fever. It killed thousands,

including Albright, and eventually led to the city improving

its sanitation so it wasn’t quite so much like an open sewer

in summer. Captain Yoerger ran the Eli Reynolds for Marsh

until after the season of 1859, when he retired to his farm in

Wisconsin, where he died peacefully a year later. When

Yoerger had gone, Marsh took over captaining the stern-

wheeler himself, to save money. By then only a handful of

familiar faces remained among the crew. Doc Turney had

been killed and robbed in Natchez-under-the-hill the

previous summer, and Cat Grove had left the river entirely

to go west, first to Denver, then to San Francisco, and

eventually all the way to China or Japan or some such

godforsaken place. Marsh hired Jack Ely, the old second

engineer from the Fevre Dream, to replace Turney, and took

on a few of the other crewmen who’d served on the

vanished side-wheeler as well, but they died or drifted on or

took other jobs. By 1860, only Marsh himself and Karl

Framm were left of all those who had lived through the

triumph and terror of 1857. Framm piloted the Reynolds, for



all that his skills entitled him to a much bigger and more

prestigious boat. Framm remembered a whole lot of things

he wouldn’t talk about, even to Marsh. The pilot was still

good-natured, but he didn’t tell near so many stories as he

used to, and Marsh could see a grimness in his eyes that

hadn’t been there before. Framm wore a pistol now. “In case

we find them,” he said.

Marsh snorted. “That little thing ain’t goin’ to hurt Julian

none.”

Karl Framm’s grin was still crooked, and his gold tooth

caught the light, but there was nothing funny in his eyes

when he answered. “Ain’t for Julian, Cap’n. It’s for me. They

ain’t getting me alive again.” He looked at Marsh. “I could

do the same for you, if it comes to that.”

Marsh scowled. “It ain’t comin’ to that,” he said, and he

left the pilot house. He remembered that conversation for

the rest of his days. He also remembered a Christmas party

in St. Louis in 1859, given by the captain of one of the big

Ohio boats. Marsh and Framm both attended, along with

every other steamboatman in the town, and after everybody

had been drinking some they got to telling river stories. He

knew all the stories, but it was kind of peaceful and

reassuring somehow to hear folks telling them all over again

to the traders and bankers and pretty women who hadn’t

ever heard none of them. They talked about Old Al the

alligator king, about the phantom steamer of Raccourci,

about Mike Fink and Jim Bowie and Roarin’ Jack Russell,

about the great race between the Eclipse and the A.L.

Shotwell, about the pilot who’d run a nasty stretch of river in

the fog even though he’d gone and died, about the

goddamn steamboat that had brought smallpox up the river

twenty years before and killed something like twenty

thousand Indians. “Ruined the hell out of the fur trade,” the



storyteller concluded, and everybody laughed, except Marsh

and a couple of others. Then someone went through the

brags about the impossibly big steamers, the Hurricano and

the E. Jenkins and such, that grew their own wood with

forests on their hurricane decks, and had wheels so big they

took a whole year to make a full turn. Abner Marsh smiled.

Karl Framm pushed through the crowd, a brandy in his

hand. “I know a story,” he said, sounding a little drunk. “ ’S

true. There’s this steamboat named the Ozymandias, y’see .

. .”

“Never heard of it,” somebody said.

Framm smiled thinly. “Y’better hope you never see it,” he

said, “cause them what does is done for. She only runs by

night, this boat. And she’s dark, all dark. Painted black as

her stacks, every inch of her, except that inside she’s got a

main cabin with a carpet the color of blood, and silver

mirrors everywhere that don’t reflect nothing. Them mirrors

is always empty, even though she’s got lots of folks aboard

her, pale-looking folks in fine clothes. They smile a lot. Only

they don’t show in the mirrors.”

Someone shivered. They had all gone silent. “Why not?”

asked an engineer Marsh knew slightly.

“Cause they’re dead,”Framm said. “Ever’ damn one of

’em, dead. Only they won’t lie down. They’re sinners, and

they got to ride that boat forever, that black boat with the

red carpets and the empty mirrors, all up and down the

river, never touching port, no sir.”

“Phantoms,” somebody said.

“Ha’nts,” added a woman, “like that Raccourci boat.”



“Hell no,” said Karl Framm. “You can pass right through a

ha’nt, but not the Ozymandias. She’s real enough, and you’ll

learn it quick and to your sorrow if you come on her at night.

Them dead folks is hungry. They drink blood, y’know. Hot

red blood. They hide in the dark and when they see the

lights of another steamer, they set out after her, and if they

catch’er they come swarming aboard, all those dead white

faces, smiling, dressed so fine. And they sink the boat

afterward, or burn her, and the next mornin’ there’s nothing

to see but a couple stacks stickin’ up out of the river, or

maybe a wrecked boat full of corpses. Except for the

sinners. The sinners go aboard that Ozymandias, and ride

on her forever.” He sipped his brandy and smiled. “So if

you’re out on the river some night, and you see a shadow

on the water behind you, look close. It might be a steamer,

painted black all over, with a crew white as ha’nts. She

don’t show no lights, that Ozymandias, so sometimes you

can’t see her till she’s right behind you, her black wheels

kicking up the water. If you see her, you better hope you got

a lightnin’ pilot, and maybe some coal oil on board, or a

little lard. Cause she’s big and she’s fast, and when she

catches you by night you’re finished. Listen for her whistle.

She only sounds her whistle when she knows she’s got you,

so if you hear it, start countin’ up your sins.”

“What does the whistle sound like?”

“ ’Zactly like a man screaming,” said Karl Framm.

“What’s her name agin?” a young pilot asked.

“Ozymandias,” said Framm. He knew how to say it right.

“What does that mean?”

Abner Marsh stood up. “It’s from a poem,” he said. “Look

on my works, ye Mighty, and despair.”



The party crowd looked at him blankly, and one fat lady

laughed a nervous, tittering sort of laugh. “There are curses

and worse things on that old devil river,” a short clerk

started in. While he was talking, Marsh took Karl Framm by

the arm and drew him outside.

“Why the hell did you tell that story?” Marsh demanded.

“To make them afraid,” said Framm. “So if they see her,

some damned night, they’ll have the sense to run.”

Abner Marsh considered that, and finally gave a reluctant

nod. “I suppose it’s alright. You called her by Sour Billy’s

name. If you’d said Fevre Dream, Mister Framm, I would

have twisted your goddamned head off right then and there.

You hear me?”

Framm heard, but it didn’t matter. The story was out, for

good or for ill. Marsh heard a garbled version of it from

another man’s lips a month later, while he was dining in the

Planters’ House, and twice more that winter. The story got

changed some in the telling, of course, even to the name of

the black steamboat. Ozymandias was too strange and too

hard for most of the tellers, it seemed. But no matter what

they named the boat, it was the same damned story.

A little over half a year later, Marsh heard another story,

one that changed his life.

He had just sat down to dinner in a small St. Louis hotel,

cheaper than the Planters’ House and the Southern, but

with good food. It was less popular with rivermen as well,

which suited Marsh fine. His old friends and rivals looked at

him queer in recent years, or avoided him as unlucky, or just

wanted to sit down and talk about his misfortunes, and

Marsh had no patience with any of that. He preferred to be

left alone. That day in 186o he was sitting there peacefully,



drinking a glass of wine and waiting for the waiter to fetch

out the roasted duck and yams and snap beans and hot

bread he’d ordered, when he got interrupted. “Ain’t seen

you in a year,” the man said. Marsh recognized him vaguely.

The man had been a striker on the A.L. Shotwell a few years

back. Grudgingly, he invited him to sit. “Don’t mind if I do,”

the ex-striker said, and immediately pulled out a chair and

commenced to gabbing. He was a second engineer on some

New Orleans boat Marsh had never heard of, and full of

gossip and river news. Marsh listened politely, wondering

when his food would show up. He hadn’t eaten all day.

The duck had just arrived, and Marsh was spreading

butter over a chunk of good hot bread, when the engineer

said, “Say, you heard ’bout that windstorm down to

N’Orleans?”

Marsh chewed on his bread, swallowed, took another bite.

“No,” he said, not very interested. Isolated as he’d been, he

didn’t hear much talk of floods and windstorms and other

like calamities.

The man whistled through a gap in his yellow teeth. “Hell,

it was a bad’un. A bunch of boats tore loose and got busted

up good. Eclipse was one of ’em. Smashed her up pretty

bad, I hear.”

Marsh swallowed his bread and put down the knife and

fork he’d lifted to attack the duck. “The Eclipse,”he said.

“Yessuh.”

“How bad?” Marsh asked. “Cap’n Sturgeon’ll fix her up,

won’t he?”

“Hell, she’s too busted up for that,” the engineer said. “I

heard they’ll use what’s left as a wharfboat, up to



Memphis.”

“A wharfboat,” Marsh repeated numbly, thinking of those

tired old gray hulls that lined the landings in St. Louis and

New Orleans and the other big river towns, boats gutted of

engines and boilers, empty shells used only for stowing and

transferring freight. “She ain’t . . . she’s . . .”

“Me, I figger that’s bout what she deserves,” the man

said. “Hell, we would of beaten her with the Shotwell, only .

. .”

Marsh made a strangled growling sound deep in his

throat. “Get the hell out of here,” he roared. “If you weren’t

a Shotwell man I’d kick your goddamned ass out in the

street for what you just said. Now get out of here!”

The engineer got up real quickly. “You’re crazy as they

say,” he blurted before he left.

Abner Marsh sat at that table for the longest time, his food

untouched in front of him, staring off at nothing, a grim cold

look settling over his face. Finally a waiter approached

timidly. “Is somethin’ wrong with yo’ duck, Cap’n?”

Marsh looked down. The duck had gotten a little cold.

Grease was starting to congeal around it. “I ain’t hungry no

more,” he said. He pushed away the plate, paid his bill, and

left.

He spent the following week going over his ledger books,

adding up his debts. Then he called in Karl Framm. “It ain’t

no goddamn use,” Marsh said to him. “She’ll never run

against the Eclipse now, even if we find her, which we

won’t. I’m tired of lookin’. I’m taking the Reynolds into the

Missouri trade, Karl. I got to make some money.”



Framm stared at him accusingly. “I’m not licensed for the

Missouri.”

“I know. I’m lettin’ you go. You deserve a better boat than

the Reynolds anyway.”

Karl Framm sucked on his pipe and said nothing. Marsh

could not look him in the eye. He shuffled some papers. “I’ll

pay you all the wages due you,” he said.

Framm nodded and turned to go. At the door he stopped.

“If I get a berth,” he said, “I’ll keep lookin’. If I find her,

you’ll hear.”

“You won’t find her,” Marsh said bluntly. Then Framm

closed the door and walked off his steamer and out of his

life, and Abner Marsh was as alone as he had ever been.

Now there was nobody left but him, nobody who

remembered the Fevre Dream or Joshua’s white suit or the

hell that beckoned behind Damon Julian’s eyes. Now it only

lived because Marsh remembered, and Marsh was aiming to

forget.

The years passed.

The Eli Reynolds made money in the Missouri trade. For

almost a year she ran there, and Marsh captained her and

sweated with her and tended to his freight and his

passengers and his ledger books. He made enough in his

first two trips to pay off three-quarters of his considerable

debts. He might have grown rich, had not events in the

larger world conspired against him: Lincoln’s election (Marsh

voted for him, despite the fact that he was a Republican),

the secession, the firing on Fort Sumter. Marsh thought of

Joshua York’s words as the carnage approached: the red

thirst is on this nation, and only blood will sate it.



It took a great deal of blood, Marsh reflected afterward,

bitterly. He seldom spoke about the war, or his experiences

in it, and had little patience with those who fought the

battles over and over again. “There was a war,” he would

say loudly. “We won. Now it’s done with, and I don’t see why

we got to yammer about it endlessly, like it was something

to be proud of. Only good thing come out of it was endin’

slavery. The rest I got no use for. Shooting a man ain’t

nothin’ to build a brag on, goddammit.” Marsh and the Eli

Reynolds returned to the upper Mississippi during the early

years of the fighting, bringing troops down from St. Paul and

Wisconsin and Iowa. Later on, he served on a Union

gunboat, and saw action in a couple of river battles.

Karl Framm fought on the river, too. Marsh heard that he

died in the fighting at Vicksburg, but he never knew for sure.

When peace came, Marsh returned to St. Louis, and took

the Eli Reynolds into the upper Mississippi trade. He formed

a brief association with the owner/captains of four rival

boats, setting up a packet line with regular schedules to

compete more effectively with the larger companies that

ruled the upper river. But they were all strong-willed,

stubborn men, and after a half year of quarrels and bluster

the company was dissolved. By that time Abner Marsh found

he had no appetite for the steamboat business anymore.

The river had changed, somehow. After the war, there didn’t

seem to be a third as many steamers as there had been

before it, yet the competition was fiercer, since the railroads

were taking up more and more of the trade. Now when you

steamed into St. Louis, you found maybe a dozen steamers

along the levee, where once they had been crammed in for

more than a mile. There were other changes as well, in

those years following the war. Coal began to crowd out

wood just about everywhere except on the wilder reaches of

the Missouri. Federal regulators moved in with rules and



laws that had to be followed, safety checks and registers

and all manner of stuff, and even tried to prohibit racing.

The steamboatmen changed too. Most of the men Marsh

had known were dead or retired now, and those who took

their places were strangers with strange ways. The old

boisterous, cussing, free-spending, wild riverman who

slapped you on the back, bought you drinks all night, and

told you outrageous lies was a dying breed now. Even

Natchez-under-the-hill was only a ghost of its former self,

Marsh heard, nearly as sedate as the city on top of the hill

with all its proper mansions with their fancy names.

One night in May of 1868, more than ten years after he

had last seen Joshua York and the Fevre Dream, Abner

Marsh took a walk along the levee. He thought back on the

night when he and Joshua had first met, and walked along

this same landing—the steamers had been crowded in then,

great proud big side-wheelers and tough little stern-

wheelers, old boats and new ones, and the Eclipse had been

there among them, tied up to her wharfboat. Now the

Eclipse had become a wharfboat herself, and there were

boys on this river who called themselves strikers and mud-

clerks and cub pilots who had never laid eyes on her. And

the landing was nearly empty. Marsh stood and counted.

Five boats. Six, if you counted the Eli Reynolds. The

Reynolds was so old now that Marsh was half-afraid to take

her out on the river. She must be the oldest damn

steamboat in the world, he thought, with the oldest captain,

and him and her were both just as tired.

The Great Republic was taking on freight. She was a huge

new side-wheeler that had come out of some Pittsburgh

boatyard the year before. They said she was 335 feet long,

which made her the biggest steamer on the river now that

the Eclipse and the Fevre Dream were both gone and

forgotten. She was grand, too. Marsh had looked her over a



dozen times, and gone aboard her once. Her pilot house was

surrounded with all kinds of fancy trim and had an ornate

cupola on top of it, and the paintings and glass and polished

wood and carpets inside her were enough to break your

heart. She was supposed to be the finest, prettiest

steamboat ever built, luxurious enough to put all the older

boats to shame. But she wasn’t especially fast, Marsh had

heard, and she was said to be losing money at a frightening

rate. He stood with his arms folded against his chest,

looking gruff and stern in his severe black coat, and he

watched the roustabouts load her up. The rousters were

black, every man among them. That was another change.

All the roustabouts on the river were blacks now. The

immigrants who’d worked as rousters and stokers and

deckers before the war were gone, Marsh didn’t know

where, and the freedmen had taken their places.

As they worked, the rousters sung. Their song was a low,

melancholy chant. The night is dark, the day is long, it went.

And we are far from home. Weep, my brothers, weep. Marsh

knew the chant. There was another verse, one that went,

The night is past, the long day done, And we are going

home. Shout, my brothers, shout. But they were not singing

that verse. Not tonight, here on the empty steamer landing,

loading up a boat that was spanking new and plush as any

but still couldn’t get enough trade. Watching them,

listening, it seemed to Abner Marsh as if the whole river was

dying, and him with it. He had seen enough dark nights and

long days for the rest of his time on earth, and he was no

longer certain he even had a home.

Abner Marsh walked slowly away from the landing back to

his hotel. The next day he discharged his officers and crew,

dissolved Fevre River Packets, and put the Eli Reynolds up

for sale.



Marsh took what money he had, left St. Louis entirely, and

bought a small house in his old hometown, Galena, within

sight of the river. Only it wasn’t the Fevre River any more.

They’d gone and changed it to the Galena River, years ago,

and now everyone was calling it that. The new name had

better associations, folks said. Abner Marsh went on calling

it the Fevre, like it was called when he was a boy.

He didn’t do much in Galena. He read a lot of newspapers.

That had gotten to be a habit with him, during the years he

was searching for Joshua, and he liked to keep up with the

fast boats and their times. There were still a few of them.

The Robert E. Lee had come out of New Albany in 1866, and

was a real heller. The Wild Bob Lee, some rivermen called

her, or just the Bad Bob. And Cap’n Tom Leathers, as tough

and mean and cussed a riverman as ever captained a

steamer, had launched a new Natchez in 1869, the sixth of

that name. Leathers named all his steamboats Natchez. The

new Natchez was faster than any of the earlier ones,

according to the papers. She cut through the water like a

knife, and Leathers was bragging all up and down the river

how he was going to show up Cap’n John Cannon and his

Wild Bob Lee. The newspapers were full of it. He could smell

a race coming on even clear up in Illinois, and it sounded

like one they’d talk about for years. “I’d like to see that

goddamned race,” he said to the woman he’d hired to clean

house for him one day. “Neither of ’em would have a chance

against the Eclipse, though, you got my word on that.”

“Both of ’em got better times than your ol’ Eclipse,”she

said. She liked to sass him, that woman.

Marsh snorted. “Don’t mean nothin’. River’s shorter now.

River gets shorter every year. Pretty soon you’ll be able to

walk from St. Louis to New Orleans.”



Marsh read more than just newspapers. Thanks to Joshua,

he’d worked up a taste for poetry, of all the damn things,

and he looked at an occasional novel, too. He also took up

wood carving, and made himself detailed models of his

steamboats, as he remembered them. He painted them and

everything, and did them all to the same scale, so you could

put them alongside each other and see how big they’d

been. “That was my Elizabeth A.,”he told his housekeeper

proudly the day he finished the sixth and biggest model. “As

sweet a boat as ever moved down the river. She would have

set records, except for that damned ice jam. You can see

how big she was, near three hundred feet. Look at how she

dwarfs my ol’ Nick Perrot there.” He pointed. “And that’s the

Sweet Fevre, and the Dunleith—had a lot of trouble with the

larboard engine on her, a lot of trouble—and next to her

that’s my Mary Clarke. She blew her boilers.” Marsh shook

his head. “Killed a lot of people, too. Maybe it was my fault. I

don’t know. I think about it sometimes. The little one on the

end is the Eli Reynolds. Not much to look at, but she was a

tough ol’ gal. She took everything I could give her, and a lot

more, and kept her steam up and her wheel turning. You

know how long she lasted, that little ugly stern-wheeler?”

“No,” the housekeeper said. “Didn’t you have some other

boat, too? A real fancy one? I heard—”

“Never mind what you heard, goddamn it. Yes, I had

another boat. The Fevre Dream. Named her after the river.”

The housekeeper made a rude noise at him. “No wonder

this ain’t never become the town it might have, with folks

like you goin’ on about the Fevre River. They must think

we’re all sick up here. Why didn’t you call it right? It’s

named the Galena River now.”



Abner Marsh snorted. “Changing the goddamn name of

the goddamn river, I never heard of such goddamned

foolishness. Far as I’m concerned it’s the Fevre River and it’s

goin’ to stay the Fevre River no matter what the hell the

goddamned mayor says.” He scowled. “Or you neither. Hell,

the way they’re lettin’ it silt up pretty soon it’s goin’ to be

the goddamned Galena Creek!”

“Such language. I’d think a man who reads poetry would

be able to keep a civil tongue in his head.”

“Never mind about my goddamned tongue,” Marsh said.

“And don’t go yapping that poetry around town neither, you

hear? I knew a man who liked those poems, that’s the only

reason I got them books. You just stop buttin’ your nose in

and keep my steamboats clean of dust.”

“Certainly. Will you be making a model of that other boat,

do you think? The Fevre Dream?”

Marsh settled into a big overstuffed chair and frowned.

“No,” he said. “No, I ain’t. That’s one boat I just want to

forget about. So you just get to dusting and stop pesterin’

me with your damned fool questions.” He picked up a

newspaper and began to read about the Natchez and

Leathers’s latest boast. His housekeeper made a clucking

noise and finally commenced to dusting.

His house had a high round turret facing south. At

evening, Marsh would often go up there, with a glass of wine

or a cup of coffee, sometimes a piece of pie. He didn’t eat

like he used to, not since the war. Food just didn’t seem to

taste the same. He was still a big man, but he had lost at

least a hundred pounds since his days with Joshua and the

Fevre Dream. His flesh hung loose on him everywhere, like

he’d bought it a couple sizes too large, expecting it to



shrink. He had big droopy jowls, too. “Makes me even uglier

than I used to be,” he would growl when he glanced in a

mirror.

Sitting by his turret window, Marsh could see the river. He

spent a lot of nights there, reading, drinking, and looking

out on the water. The river was pretty in the moonlight,

flowing past him, on and on, like it had flowed before he was

born, like it would flow after he was dead and buried. Seeing

it made Marsh feel peaceful, and he treasured that feeling.

Most of the time he just felt weary or melancholy. He had

read one poem by Keats that said there wasn’t nothing as

sad as a beautiful thing dying, and it seemed to Marsh

sometimes that every goddamned beautiful thing in the

world was withering away. Marsh was lonely, too. He had

been on the river so many years that he had no real friends

left in Galena. He never had visitors, never talked to anyone

but his damned annoying housekeeper. She vexed him

considerably, but Marsh didn’t really mind; it was about all

he had left to keep his blood hot. Sometimes he thought his

life was over, and that made him so angry he turned red. He

still had so many goddamned things he’d never done, so

much unfinished business . . . but there was no denying that

he was getting old. He used to carry that old hickory walking

stick to gesture with, and be fashionable. Now he had an

expensive gold-handled cane to help him walk better. And

he had wrinkles around his eyes and even between his

warts, and a funny kind of brown spot on the back of his left

hand. He’d look at it sometimes and wonder how it had got

there. He’d never noticed. Then he would cuss and pick up a

newspaper or a book.

Marsh was sitting in his parlor, reading a book by Mister

Dickens about his travels on the river and through America,

when his housekeeper brought in the letter to him. He

grunted with surprise, and slammed down the Dickens book,



muttering under his breath, “Goddamn fool of a Britisher,

like to chuck him in the goddamn river.” He took the letter

and ripped it open, letting the envelope flutter to the floor.

Getting a letter was pretty rare by itself, but this one was

queerer still; it had been addressed to Fevre River Packets in

St. Louis, and forwarded on up to Galena. Abner Marsh

unfolded the crisp, yellowing paper, and suddenly sucked in

his breath.

It was old stationery, and he remembered it well. He’d had

it printed up some thirteen years before, to put in the desk

drawer of every stateroom on his steamer. Across the top

was a fancy pen-and-ink drawing of a great side-wheel

steamer, and FEVRE DREAM in curved, ornate letters. He

knew the hand too, that graceful, flowing hand. The

message was short:

Dear Abner,

I have made my choice.

If you are well and willing, meet me in New Orleans as soon as possible. You

will find me at the Green Tree on Gallatin Street.

—Joshua

“Goddamn it to hell!” Marsh swore. “After all this time,

does that damned fool think he can just send me some

goddamned letter and make me come all the goddamned

way down to New Orleans? And with never a word of

explanation, neither! Who the hell does he think he is?”

“I’m sure I don’t know!” his housekeeper said.

Abner Marsh pulled himself to his feet. “Woman, where

the hell did you go and put my white coat?” he roared.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

New Orleans,

May 1870

Gallatin Street by night looked like the main road through

hell, Abner Marsh thought as he hurried along it. It was lined

with dance halls, saloons, and whorehouses, all of them

crowded, filthy, and raucous, and the sidewalks seethed

with drunks and whores and cut-purses. The whores called

after him as he walked, mocking invitations that turned to

jeers when he ignored them. Rough, cold-eyed men with

knives and brass knuckles appraised him with open

contempt, and made Marsh wish he didn’t look quite so

prosperous and quite so goddamned old. He crossed the

street to avoid one throng of men standing in front of a

dance hall and hefting live oak cudgels, and found himself in

front of the Green Tree.

It was a dance hall like all the others, a hellhole

surrounded by other hellholes. Marsh pushed his way inside.

The interior was crowded, smoky, and dim. Couples moved

through the bluish haze, shuffling vaguely in time to the

loud, cheap music. One of the men, a thickly-built unshaven

lout in a red flannel shirt, staggered around the dance floor

with a partner who looked to be unconscious. The man was

squeezing her breast through her thin calico dress as he



supported her and dragged her about. The other dancers all

ignored them. The women were all typical dance hall girls,

in faded calico shifts and tattered slippers. As Marsh looked

on, the man in the red shirt stumbled and dropped his

partner and collapsed on top of her, and a hoot of laughter

went up. He cussed and got unsteadily to his feet while the

woman lay sprawled out. Then, as the laughing subsided, he

leaned over her and grabbed her by the front of her dress,

and pulled. The cloth ripped, and he yanked the garment off

and tossed it aside, grinning. She had nothing on

underneath except for a red garter around one white, meaty

thigh, with a little dagger stuck through it. The pommel was

pink and heart-shaped. The man in the red shirt had started

unbuttoning his pants when two bouncers moved in on

either side of him. They were massive red-faced men with

brass knuckles and thick wooden clubs. “Take ’er upstairs,”

one of them growled. The man in the red shirt started

cussing a streak, but finally he lifted the woman onto a

shoulder and staggered off through the smoke,

accompanied by more laughter.

“Want to dance, Mister?” a slurred female voice whispered

in Marsh’s ear. He turned and scowled. The woman must

have weighed as much as he did. She was pasty white and

naked as the day she was born, except for a little leather

belt with two knives hanging from it. She smiled and stroked

Marsh’s cheek before he turned away from her abruptly and

pushed through the crowd. He made a circuit of the room,

trying to find Joshua. In one particularly noisy corner a

dozen men were crowded around a wooden box, belching

and swearing as they watched a rat fight. Around the bar

men stood two deep, near every one of them armed and

glowering. Marsh muttered apologies and pushed past a

weedy looking fellow with a garrote looped through his belt,

who was talking intently to a short man wearing a brace of

pistols. The man with the garrote stopped and eyed Marsh



unpleasantly, until the other shouted something at him and

drew him back into conversation. “Whiskey,” Marsh

demanded, leaning against the bar.

“This whiskey will rot a hole in your stomach, Abner,” the

barkeeper said softly, his quiet voice penetrating right

through the din. Abner Marsh let his mouth fall open. The

man behind the bar smiling at him wore rough-woven baggy

trousers held up by a cord belt, a white shirt so dirty it was

almost gray, and a black vest. But the face was the same as

it had been thirteen years before, pale and unlined, framed

by that straight white hair, a bit messy now. Joshua York’s

gray eyes seemed to shine with their own light in the

dimness of the dance hall. He extended his hand across the

bar, and clasped Marsh on the arm. “Come upstairs,” he

said urgently, “where we can talk.”

As he came around the bar, the other barkeep stared at

him, and a wiry weasel-faced man in a dark suit charged up

to him and said, “Where the hell you goin’? Git back there

an’ pour them whiskeys!”

“I quit,” Joshua told him.

“Quit? I’ll hev yer damned throat slit!”

“Will you?” said Joshua. He waited, looking around the

suddenly hushed room and challenging them all with his

eyes. No one moved. “I’ll be upstairs with my friend if any of

you care to try,” he said to the half-dozen bouncers who

lined the bar. Then he took Marsh by the elbow and led him

through the dancers to a narrow back stair. Upstairs was a

short hall lit by a single flickering gas jet, and a half-dozen

rooms. Noises were coming from behind one closed door,

grunting and moaning. Another door was open, and a man

was sprawled in front of it, face down, half-in and half-out of



the room. As he stepped over him, Marsh saw that it was

the red-shirted man from downstairs. “What the hell

happened to him?” Marsh said loudly.

Joshua York shrugged. “Bridget probably woke up, clubbed

him, and took his money. She is a real darling. I believe

she’s killed at least four men with that little knife of hers.

She carves notches on that heart.” He grimaced. “When it

comes to bloodshed, Abner, my people have very little to

teach your own.”

Joshua opened the door to an empty room. “In here, if you

will.” He shut it behind them, after turning on one of the

lamps.

Marsh sat heavily on the bed. “Goddamn,” he said, “this is

a hell of a place you got me to, Joshua. This is as bad as

Natchez-under-the-hill was twenty, thirty years ago.

Damned if I ever expected to find you in a place like this.”

Joshua York smiled and sat down in a frayed old armchair.

“Neither will Julian or Sour Billy. That is the point. They are

searching for me, I know. But even if they think to search

Gallatin Street, it will be difficult. Julian would be attacked

for his obvious wealth, and Sour Billy is known here by sight.

He has taken off too many women who have never returned.

Tonight there were at least two men in the Green Tree who

would have killed him on sight. The streets outside belong

to the Live Oak Boys, who might beat Billy to death just for

the fun of it, unless they decided to help him.” He shrugged.

“Even the police won’t come to Gallatin Street. I am as safe

here as I would be anywhere, and on this street my

nocturnal habits draw no notice. They are commonplace.”

“Never mind about that,” Marsh said impatiently. “You

sent me a letter. Said you’d made your choice. You know



why I come, but I ain’t sure why you sent for me. Maybe you

better tell me.”

“I scarcely know where to begin. It has been a long time,

Abner.”

“For both of us,” Marsh said gruffly. Then his tone

softened. “I looked for you, Joshua. For more goddamned

years than I care to think about, I tried to find you and that

steamboat of mine. But there was just too goddamned

much river and not enough time nor money.”

“Abner,” said York, “you might have had all the time and

money in the world, and you would never have found us on

the river. For the past thirteen years, the Fevre Dream has

been on dry land. She is hidden near the old indigo vats on

the plantation that Julian owns, some five hundred yards

from the bayou, but quite thoroughly concealed.”

Marsh said, “How the hell . . .”

“It was my doing. Let me start from the beginning, and tell

you all of it.” He sighed. “I must go back thirteen years, to

the night I took my leave from you.”

“I remember.”

“I went upriver as quickly as I could,” Joshua began,

“anxious to get back, worried that the thirst would come

upon me. Travel was difficult, but I reached the Fevre Dream

on the second night after my departure. She had moved

only slightly. She now stood well away from the shore, the

dark water rushing around her on both sides. It was a cold,

foggy night when I approached her, and she was absolutely

dead and dark. No smoke, no steam, not a flame showing

anywhere, so silent that I almost missed her for the fog. I

did not want to return, but I knew I must. I swam out to her.”



He hesitated briefly. “Abner, you know the sort of life I have

led. I have seen and done many terrible things. But nothing

prepared me for that steamer the way I found her, nothing.”

Marsh’s face grew hard. “Go on.”

“I told you once that I thought Damon Julian was mad.”

“I recollect it.”

“Mad and heedless and dreaming of death,” Joshua said.

“And he had proven it. Oh, yes. He had proven it. When I

pulled myself up onto deck, the steamer was deathly quiet.

No sound, no movement, just the river rushing past. I

wandered through the boat unmolested.” His eyes were

fixed on Abner Marsh, but they had a far-off glazed look, as

if they were seeing something else, something they would

always see. York stopped.

“Tell me, Joshua,” Marsh said.

York’s mouth grew tight. “It was a slaughterhouse, Abner.”

He let that simple statement hang in the air for a moment,

before he went on. “Bodies were everywhere. Everywhere.

And not intact, either. I walked through the main deck, and

found corpses . . . among the freight and back with the

engines. There were . . . arms, legs, other body parts.

Ripped loose. Torn off. The slaves, the stokers Billy had

bought, most of them were still in the manacles, dead, their

throats torn out. The engineer had been hung upside down

above the cylinder, and cut so . . . he must have bled down

onto . . . as if blood could take the place of oil.” Joshua gave

a small grim shake of his head. “The number of dead, Abner.

You can’t imagine. And the way they were torn, the

grotesque mutilations. The fog had seeped onto the boat, so

I could not see the whole at once. I walked, I wandered, and

these things would suddenly appear before me where, an



instant before, there had been nothing but vague shadows

and a drifting veil of fog. And I would look at whatever new

terror the mist had yielded up to me, and move away, and

take only two or three steps before the vapors dissolved yet

again to reveal something even more vile.

“Finally, sick at heart and filled with a wrath that burned in

me like a fever, I went up the grand staircase to the boiler

deck. The saloon . . . it was more of the same. Bodies and

pieces of bodies. So much blood had been spilled that the

carpet was still wet with it, even then. Everywhere I found

signs of struggle. Dozens of mirrors were shattered, three or

four stateroom doors had been smashed in, tables were

overturned. On one table that still stood there was a human

head upon a silver platter. I have never known more horror

than I did as I walked the length of that saloon, those

terrible three hundred feet. Nothing moved in the darkness,

in the fog. Nothing living. I moved back and forth listlessly,

not knowing what to do. I stopped before the water cooler,

that great silver ornamental water cooler you had placed at

the forward end of the cabin. My throat was very dry. I

picked up one of the silver cups and turned the handle. The

water . . . the water came slowly, Abner. Very slowly. Even in

the darkness of that saloon, I could see that it was black and

viscous. Half . . . clotted.

“I stood with the cup in hand, looking about blindly, my

nose filled with the smell . . . the smell, I have hardly

mentioned that, the smell was terrible, it . . . you can

imagine, I’m sure. I stood in the midst of it all watching that

agonizing slow trickle from the water cooler. I felt as though

I was choking. My horror, my outrage, I . . . felt them rise

within me. I tossed the cup across the cabin, and I

screamed.



“Then the noises began. Whispers, thumpings, begging

sounds, weeping, threats. Voices, Abner, living human

voices. I looked about me, and grew even sicker, even more

angry. At least a dozen stateroom doors had been nailed

shut, their occupants imprisoned within them. Waiting, I

knew, for tonight or the night after. Julian’s living larder. I

began to tremble. I moved to the nearest door and started

to pull loose the boards that held it shut. They pulled out

with a loud creaking sound, almost a cry of agony. I was still

working on that door when he said, ‘Dear Joshua, you must

stop that. Dear lost Joshua, come back to us.’

“When I turned, they were there. Julian smiling at me,

Sour Billy at his side, and the others, all the others, even my

own people, Simon, Smith and Brown, all of them that were

left . . . watching me. I screamed at them all, wild and

incoherent. They were my people, and yet they had done

this. Abner, I was filled with such loathing . . .

“Later, days later, I heard the whole story, learned the full

depth of Julian’s madness. Perhaps it was my fault, in a

sense. In saving you and Toby and Mister Framm, I brought

on the death of more than a hundred innocent passengers.”

Abner Marsh snorted. “Don’t,” he said. “Whatever

happened, it was Julian that had done it, and him that has to

answer for it. You weren’t even there, so don’t go blamin’

yourself, you hear?”

Joshua’s gray eyes were troubled. “So I have told myself

many times,” he said. “Let me finish the story. What had

happened—Julian had woken that night to find us gone. He

was furious. Wild. More—those words sound too feeble to

convey what must have been his rage. Perhaps it was the

red thirst in him that woke, after all those centuries.

Moreover, it must have looked to him as if destruction were



near to hand. His pilots were all gone. The steamer could

not move without a pilot. And he must have known that you

intended to return, to attack by day and destroy him. He

could not have guessed that I would come back instead, to

save them. No doubt my treachery and Valerie’s desertion

filled him with fear, with uncertainty about what would

come next. He had lost control. He had been bloodmaster,

and yet we had acted against him. In all the history of the

people of the night, it had never happened before. I think,

during that terrible night, that Damon Julian thought he saw

the death he both hungered for and feared.

“Sour Billy, I learned later, urged that they go ashore, split

up, travel overland separately and meet again in Natchez or

New Orleans or somewhere. That would have been sensible.

But Julian was past sense. He had just entered the main

cabin, his madness seething in his eyes, when a passenger

approached him and began to complain that the steamer

was far behind schedule, that she had not moved all day.

‘Ah,’ Julian said, ‘then we must move it immediately.’ He

had her taken a bit farther out, so no one could get to shore.

When it was done, he returned to the main cabin, where the

passengers were dining, and approached the man who had

complained, and killed him, in full view of all.

“Then the slaughter began. Of course, people screamed,

ran, hid, locked themselves in their staterooms. But there

was no place to go. And Julian used his power, used his

voice and his eyes, and sent his people forth to kill. I

understand the Fevre Dream had about a hundred thirty

passengers aboard that night, against about twenty of my

people, some driven by the thirst, some by Julian. But the

thirst can be terrible at a time like that. Like a fever it can

leap from one to the next, until all of them burn. And Sour

Billy had the men he hired at Natchez-under-the hill assist in

the fighting, too. He told them it was all part of a plan to rob



and kill the passengers, and that they would share in the

loot. By the time my people turned against their human

helpers, it was far too late.

“It was happening even as you and I stood talking that

last night, Abner. The screams, the carnage, Julian’s wild

death spasm. He did not have everything his own way. The

passengers fought back. I am told that virtually all my

people sustained injuries, though of course they healed.

Vincent Thibaut was shot through the eye, and died.

Katherine was seized by two firemen and thrust into one of

the furnaces. They burned her to death before Kurt and

Alain intervened. So two of my people met their ends. Two

of us, and well over a hundred of your kind. The survivors

were penned within their own cabins.

“When it was over, Julian settled down to wait. The others

were full of fear, and wanted to flee, but Julian would not

permit it. He wanted to be discovered, I believe. They say he

spoke of you, Abner.”

“Me?” Marsh was thunderstruck.

“He said he had promised you that the river would never

forget your Fevre Dream. He laughed and said he made

good on that promise.”

Abner Marsh’s anger welled up in him and came out in a

furious snort. “Damn him to hell!” he said, in a strangely

quiet tone.

“That,” said Joshua York, “was how it happened. But I

knew none of that the night I returned to the Fevre Dream. I

only knew what I saw with my eyes, what I smelled, what I

could guess and imagine. And I was wild, Abner, wild. I was

tearing free those boards, as I said, and then Julian was

there, and suddenly I was screaming at him, screaming



incoherently. I wanted vengeance. I wanted to kill him as

badly as I have ever wanted to kill anyone, wanted to rip

open that pale throat of his, and taste his damnable blood!

My anger . . . ah, the words are so useless!

“Julian waited until I had finished screaming, and then he

said quietly, ‘There are two boards left, Joshua. Pull them off

and let him out. You must be very thirsty.’ Sour Billy

sniggered. I said nothing. ‘Go on, dear Joshua,’ Julian said.

‘Tonight you will truly join us, so you may never run again.

Go on, dear Joshua. Free him. Kill him. And his eyes held

mine. I felt their force, pulling, pulling me inside him, trying

to take hold of me and make me do his bidding. Once I had

tasted blood again, I would be his, body and soul, forever.

He had beaten me a dozen times, forced me to kneel to

him, compelled me to let him drink of my own blood. But he

had never been able to make me kill. It was my last

protection of what I was and what I believed in and what I

tried to do, and now his eyes were tearing it down, and

behind it was only death and blood and terror, and the

endless empty nights that soon would be my life.”

Joshua York stopped then, and looked away. There had

been something clouded and unreadable in his eyes. Abner

Marsh saw to his astonishment that Joshua’s hand was

shaking. “Joshua,” he said, “whatever happened, it was

thirteen years ago. It’s past, it’s gone like all those folks you

killed in England and such. And you didn’t have no choice,

no choice a-tall. It was you that told me you can’t have good

or evil without a choice. You ain’t what Julian is, no matter if

you did kill that man.”

York looked at him straight on and gave a strange little

smile. “Abner, I did not kill that man.”

“No? Then what . . .”



“I fought back,” said Joshua. “I was wild, Abner. I looked

him in the eyes, and I defied him. I fought him. And this time

I won. We stood there for a good ten minutes, and finally

Julian broke away, snarling, and retreated up the stairs to

his cabin, Sour Billy scurrying after him. The rest of my

people stood staring at me astonished. Raymond Ortega

stepped forward and challenged me. In less than a minute,

he was kneeling. ‘Bloodmaster,’ he said, bowing his head.

Then, one by one, the others began to kneel. Armand and

Cara, Cynthia, Jorge and Michel LeCouer, even Kurt, all of

them. Simon had such victory on his face. So did others.

Julian’s had been a bitter reign for several of them. Now

they were free. I had vanquished Damon Julian, for all his

strength, for all his age. I was the leader of my people once

again. I realized then that I faced a choice. Unless I acted,

and quickly, the Fevre Dream would be discovered, and I

and Julian and all our race would die.”

“What did you do?”

“I found Sour Billy. He had been mate, after all. He was

outside Julian’s cabin, confused, cowering. I put him in

charge of the main deck, and told the others to do as he

told them. They worked. As stokers, as strikers, as

engineers. With Billy half-scared to death and giving orders,

they got our steam up. We fueled her with wood and lard

and corpses. Ghastly, I know, but we had to get rid of the

bodies, and we could not stop to wood up without great risk.

I went up to the pilot house and took the wheel. Up there, at

least, no one had died. She ran with all her lights out, so no

one could see us even if they had eyes to penetrate that

fog. At times we had to take soundings and creep along, and

other times—when the fog pulled back from us—we slid

downriver fast enough to make you proud, Abner! We

passed a few other steamboats in the dark, and I whistled to

them and they whistled back, but no one got close enough



to read our name. The river was empty that night, most of

the traffic tied up because of the fog. I was being a reckless

pilot, but the alternative was discovery and certain death.

When dawn came, we were still on the river. I would not let

them retire. Billy had the tarpaulins rigged around the main

deck, as protection from the sun. I remained in the pilot

house. We passed New Orleans near sunbreak, went

downstream, and turned off into the bayou. It was narrow

and shallow, the most difficult part of the trip. We had to

sound every inch of it. But finally we reached Julian’s old

plantation. Only then did I let myself seek the shelter of my

cabin. I was badly burned. Again.” He smiled ruefully. “I

seem to have made a habit of that,” he said. “The next

night I surveyed Julian’s land. We had tied up the steamer at

a half-rotted old wharf on the bayou, but she was too

conspicuous. If you thought to come to Cypress Landing,

you would find her easily. I was loath to destroy her, since

we might need the mobility she gave us, yet I knew she had

to be better hidden.

“I found my answer. The plantation had once been given

over to indigo. The owners had begun growing the more

lucrative sugarcane more than fifty years before, and of

course Julian had grown nothing at all—but well south of the

main house, I found the old, abandoned indigo vats on a

waterway leading from the bayou. It was a still, stagnant

backwater, overgrown and foul-smelling. Indigo is not

wholesome. The channel was barely wide enough for the

Fevre Dream, and clearly not deep enough.

“So I contrived to deepen it. We unloaded the steamer,

and worked at clearing the undergrowth and cutting back

the trees and dredging the backwater. A month of labor,

Abner, nearly every night. And then I took the steamer down

the bayou, angled her into the backwater with much

difficulty, and squeezed her through. When I stopped her,



we were scraping bottom, but she was essentially invisible,

screened on all sides by foliage. In the weeks that followed

we dammed up the mouth of the backwater where it met

the bayou, replaced the mud and sand we had so

laboriously dredged out, and endeavored to drain the

waterway. Within a month or so, the Fevre Dream rested on

damp, muddy ground, veiled by live oak and cypress, and

one would never guess there had been water there.”

Abner Marsh frowned unhappily. “That’s no goddamned

end for a steamboat,” he said bitterly. “Not her, especially.

She deserved better’n that.”

“I know,” said Joshua, “but I had the safety of my people

to think about. I made my choice, Abner, and when it was

done I was pleased and triumphant. We would never be

found now. Most of the bodies had been burnt or buried.

Julian had hardly been seen since the night I had defied and

conquered him. He left his cabin infrequently, and then only

for food. Sour Billy was the only one who spoke to him. Billy

was afraid and obedient, and the others all followed me,

drank with me. I had ordered Billy to remove my liquor from

Julian’s cabin and keep it behind the bar in the main saloon.

We drank it every night with supper. There was only one

major problem remaining before I went on to consider the

future of my race—our prisoners, those passengers who had

survived that night of terror. We had kept them confined all

during our flight and labors, though none of them had

suffered harm. I had seen that they were fed and well-

treated. I had even tried to talk to them, to reason with

them, but it was useless—when I entered their staterooms,

they would become hysterical with fear. I had no appetite

for keeping them caged up indefinitely, but they had seen

everything, and I did not see how I could safely let them go.



“Then the problem was solved for me. One black night,

Damon Julian left his cabin. He still lived on the steamer, as

did a few others, those who had been closest to him. I was

ashore that night, with a dozen others, working in the main

house, which Julian had allowed to deteriorate shamefully.

When I returned to the Fevre Dream, I found that two of our

prisoners had been taken from their staterooms and killed.

Raymond and Kurt and Adrienne were sitting in the grand

saloon over the bodies, feeding, and Julian was presiding

over it all.”

Abner Marsh snorted. “Damn it, Joshua, you ought to have

killed him when you had the chance.”

“Yes,” Joshua York agreed, much to Marsh’s surprise. “I

thought I could control him. A grievous error. Of course, that

night he reemerged, I tried to rectify that error. I was furious

and sick. We exchanged bitter words, and I was determined

that this would be the last crime of his long and monstrous

life. I commanded him to face me. I intended to make him

kneel and offer up his own blood, again and again if need

be, until he was mine, until he was drained and broken and

harmless. He rose and faced me and . . .” York gave a hard,

hopeless laugh.

“He beat you?” Marsh said.

Joshua nodded. “Easily. As he had always done before,

except that one night. I summoned up all the strength and

will and anger that was in me, but I was no match for him.

Even Julian did not expect it, I think.” He shook his head.

“Joshua York, king of the vampires. I failed them again. My

reign lasted for just over two months. For the past thirteen

years, Julian has been our master.”



“Your prisoners?” Marsh asked, knowing the answer but

hoping he was wrong.

“Dead. They took them one by one, over the months that

followed.”

Marsh grimaced. “Thirteen years, that’s a long time,

Joshua. Why didn’t you run off? You must have had a

chance.”

“Many,” Joshua York admitted. “I think Julian would have

preferred that I vanish. He had been bloodmaster for a

thousand years or more, the strongest and most terrible

predator ever to walk the earth, and I had made him a slave

for two months. Neither he nor I could account for my brief,

bitter triumph, but neither could we forget it. We struggled

again and again over the years, and each time, before Julian

brought all his power to bear, I saw the flicker of doubt, the

fear that maybe this time he would be overcome again. But

it never happened. And I stayed. Where would I go, Abner?

And what good could I do? My place was with my people. All

that time, I continued to hope that someday I could take

them back from him. Even in defeat, I believe my presence

was a check on Julian. It was always I who initiated our

contests for mastery, never him. He never attempted to

make me kill. When supplies of my drink ran low, I set up

my equipment and made more, and Julian did not interfere.

He even allowed some of the others to join me. Simon,

Cynthia, Michel, a few others. We drank, and stilled the

thirst.

“For his part, Julian kept to his cabin. You might even say

he was dormant. At times no one but Sour Billy would see

him for weeks. Years passed that way, with Julian lost in his

own dreams, though his presence hung over us. He had his

blood, of course. At least once a month, Sour Billy would



ride into New Orleans, and return with a victim. Slaves

before the war. Afterward, dance-hall girls, prostitutes,

drunks, scoundrels—whomever he could entice out to us.

The war was difficult. Julian stirred during the war, and led

parties into the city several times. Later he sent out the

others. Wars often yield up easy prey for my people, but

they can also be dangerous, and this war took its toll. Cara

was attacked by a Union soldier one night in New Orleans.

She killed him, of course, but he had companions . . . she

was the first to die. Philip and Alain were arrested on

suspicion, and imprisoned. They were shut up in an outdoor

stockade, to wait for questioning. The sun came up, and

both of them died. And troops fired the plantation house one

night. It was half-ruined anyway, but not empty. Armand

died in the blaze, and Jorge and Michel were horribly

burned, though they recovered. The rest of us dispersed,

and returned to the Fevre Dream when the marauders had

gone. It has been our home ever since.

“The years have passed with a sort of uneasy truce

between Julian and myself. There are fewer of us, barely a

dozen, and we are divided. My followers have my liquor, and

Julian’s have their blood. Simon, Cynthia, and Michel are

mine, the others his, some because they think as he does,

others because he is bloodmaster. Kurt and Raymond are his

strongest allies. And Billy.” His expression was grim. “Billy is

a cannibal, Abner. For thirteen years, Julian has been

making him one of us, or so he says. After all that time, the

blood still makes Billy sick. I have seen him retch on it a

dozen times. But he eats human flesh eagerly now, though

he cooks it first. Julian finds that amusing.”

“You should have let me kill him.”

“Perhaps. Though without Billy we would have died on the

steamer that day. He has a quick mind, but Julian has



twisted him terribly, as he twists all those who listen to him.

Without Billy, this way of life Julian has constructed would

collapse. It is Billy who rides into the city, and brings back

Julian’s sorry prey. It is Billy who sells off the silver from the

boat, or parcels of land, or whatever else is needed to keep

some money on hand. And, in a sense, it is because of Billy

that you and I have met again.”

“I figured you’d get to that sooner or later,” Marsh said.

“You been with Julian a long time, without runnin’ off or

doin’ nothin’. Only now you’re here, with Julian and Sour

Billy hunting for you, and now you write me this goddamned

letter. Why now? What’s changed?”

Joshua’s hands were tight on the ends of his armchair.

“The truce I spoke of is over,” he said. “Julian is awake

again.”

“How?”

“Billy,” said Joshua. “Billy is our link with the world

outside. When he goes into New Orleans, he often brings

back newspapers and books, for me, along with food and

wine and victims. Billy also hears all the stories, all the talk

in the city and along the river.”

“So?” said Abner Marsh.

“Of late much of that talk has been about one topic. The

papers have been full of it, too. It is a topic dear to your

heart, Abner. Steamboats. Two steamboats, in particular.”

Abner Marsh frowned. “The Natchez and the Wild Bob

Lee,”he said. He couldn’t see what Joshua was getting at.

“Precisely,” said York. “From the papers I have read and

the things Billy has said, it seems that a race is inevitable.”



“Hell, yes,” said Marsh. “Soon, too. Leathers has been

braggin’ all up and down the river, and he’s starting to cut

into the Lee’s trade bad, from what I hear. Cap’n Cannon

ain’t goin’ to stand that long. It ought to be a hell of a race,

too.” He tugged at his beard. “Only I don’t see what that’s

got to do with Julian and Billy and your damned night folks.”

Joshua York smiled grimly. “Billy talked too much. Julian

grew interested. And he remembers, Abner, he remembers

that promise he made to you. I stopped him once. But now,

damn him, he intends to do it again.”

“Do it again?”

“He will recreate the slaughter I found on the Fevre

Dream,”said Joshua. “Abner, this business between the

Natchez and the Robert E. Lee has caught the interest of the

whole nation. Even in Europe large wagers are being placed,

according to the papers. If they race from New Orleans to

St. Louis, it will take them three or four days. And three or

four nights, Abner. And three or four nights.”

And all of a sudden Abner Marsh saw where Joshua was

going, and a coldness settled on him such as he had never

known. “The Fevre Dream,”he said.

“They are floating her again,” said York, “clearing out that

waterway we had filled in. Sour Billy is raising money. Later

this month he will come to the city and hire a crew, to help

make her ready and man her when the time comes. Julian

thinks it will all be very amusing. He intends to take her to

New Orleans and land her until the day of the race. He will

let the Natchez and the Robert E. Lee depart first, and then

he will take the Fevre Dream upriver after them. When

darkness falls, he will close in on whichever boat is leading,

pull alongside her, and . . . well, you know what he intends.



Both steamers will be lightly manned, without any

passengers, to keep their weight down. Julian will have an

easy time of it. And he will compel all of us to take part. I

am his pilot.” He laughed bitterly. “Or I was. When I first

heard his madness, I fought him, and lost yet again. The

next dawn I stole Billy’s horse and fled. I thought that I could

frustrate him by running. Without a pilot, he could not bring

it off. But by the time I had recovered from my burns, I saw

the fallacy in that. Billy will simply hire a pilot.”

Abner Marsh had a heavy churning in the pit of his

stomach. Part of him was sick and furious at Julian’s plan to

make the Fevre Dream some kind of demon steamer. But

another part of him was entranced by the boldness of it, by

the vision of his Fevre Dream showing up both of them,

Cannon and Leathers and the whole damn world to boot.

“Pilot, hell,” Marsh said. “Them two steamers are the fastest

things on the goddamned river, Joshua. If he lets them get

off first, he ain’t never goin’ to catch them, nor kill nobody.”

But even as he said it, Marsh knew he did not really believe

it.

“Julian thinks that makes it all the more amusing,” Joshua

York replied. “If they can stay ahead of him, they live. If not .

. .” He shook his head. “And he says he has the greatest

faith in your steamboat, Abner. He intends to make her

famous. Afterward, both boats are to be wrecked, and Julian

says we will all escape to the shore and make our way to

the east, to Philadelphia or perhaps New York. He is weary of

the river, he claims. I believe that is so much empty talk.

Julian is weary of life. If he carries through this plan, it will

mean the end of my race.”

Abner Marsh got up off the bed and stamped his cane on

the floor in fury. “Goddamn it to hell!” he roared. “She’ll

catch ’em, I know she will, she could have caught the



goddamned Eclipse if she’d been given the chance, I swear

it. She ain’t goin’ to have no goddamned trouble outrunnin’

the likes of the Natchez and the Bad Bob. Hell, neither one

of them could ever beat the Eclipse. Goddammit, Joshua, he

ain’t goin’ to do this with my steamboat, I swear he ain’t!”

Joshua York smiled a thin, dangerous smile, and when

Abner Marsh looked into his eyes he saw the determination

he had once seen in the Planters’ House, and the cold anger

he had once seen when he barged in on York by day. “No,”

York said. “He isn’t. That’s why I wrote you, Abner, and

prayed that you were still alive. I have thought a long time

about this. I am decided. We will kill him. There is no other

way.”

“Hell,” said Marsh. “Took you long enough to see that. I

could have told you that thirteen goddamned years ago.

Well, I’m with you. Only—” He pointed his cane at York’s

chest. “—we don’t hurt the steamer, you hear? The only

thing wrong with that goddamned plan of Julian’s is the part

where everybody gets killed. The rest of it I like just fine.”

He smiled. “Cannon and Leathers is goin’ to get such a

goddamned surprise they ain’t goin’ to believe it.”

Joshua rose smiling. “Abner, we will do our best, I promise

you, to see that the Fevre Dream remains intact. Be sure to

caution your men.”

Marsh frowned. “What men?”

The smile faded from Joshua’s face. “Your crew,” he said.

“I assumed that you came down here on one of your

steamboats, with a party of men.”

Marsh suddenly recollected that Joshua had mailed his

letter to Fevre River Packets, in St. Louis. “Hell,” he said,

“Joshua, I ain’t got no steamers anymore, nor any men



neither. I came down by steamboat, all right. Cabin

passage.”

“Karl Framm,” Joshua said. “Toby. The others, those men

you had with you on the Eli Reynolds . . .”

“Dead or gone, all of ’em. I was near dead myself.”

Joshua frowned. “I had thought we would attack in force,

by day. This changes things, Abner.”

Abner Marsh clouded up like a thunderhead about to

break. “The hell it does,” he said. “It don’t change one

goddamned thing, far as I can see. Maybe you figured we

was goin’ in there with an army, but I sure as hell knew

better. I’m a goddamned old man, Joshua, and I’m probably

goin’ to die soon, and Damon Julian don’t scare me no more.

He’s had my steamboat for too goddamned long and I ain’t

happy with what he’s done with her and I’m goin’ to get her

back or die trying. You wrote that you made a choice,

dammit. Now what is it? Are you comin’ with me or not?”

Joshua York listened quietly to Marsh’s furious outburst,

and slowly a reluctant smile crept over his pale white

features. “All right,” he said at last. “We’ll do it alone.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Julian Plantation, Louisiana,

May 1870

They left New Orleans in the middle of the night, rolling and

clattering over dark, rutted roads in a wagon that Joshua

York had purchased. Dressed in dark brown, a hooded cloak

billowing behind him, Joshua looked as fine as in the old

days as he snapped the reins and urged the horses onward.

Abner Marsh sat grimly beside him, bouncing and jouncing

as they rattled over rocks and holes, holding tight to the

double-barreled shotgun across his knees. The pockets of

his coat bulged with shells.

Joshua pulled off the main road almost as soon as they

were out of the city, and left the secondary road quickly as

well, so they moved swiftly down pathways little traveled,

and deserted now in the dead of night. The roads became

narrow, twisting lanes, through thick stands of yellow pine

and heart pine, magnolia and cypress, sour gum and live

oak. At times the trees twined together overhead, so it

seemed as though they were plunging through a long black

tunnel. Marsh found he was nearly blind at times, when the

trees pressed close and shut out the moon, but Joshua

never let the pace slacken. He had eyes for the dark.



At length the bayou appeared on their left, and the road

ran along it for a long time. The moon shone pale and still

on the black, quiet water. Fireflies were drifting through the

lazy night, and Marsh listened to the deep croaking of

bullfrogs and smelled the heavy, rich odors that drifted off

the backwaters, where the water lilies grew thickly and the

banks were dense with snow-white dogwoods and daddy

graybeard beneath the old, towering trees. It might be the

last night of his life, Abner Marsh thought. So he breathed it

deeply, snorted up all the smells it had to offer, the sweet

ones and the sour ones alike.

Joshua York looked straight ahead, and kept them

thundering through the dark, oblivious and hard-faced, lost

in his own thoughts.

Near dawn—a vague light had just appeared in the east,

and some of the stars seemed to be fading—they passed

around an ancient Spanish oak, dead now, trailers of gray

moss dripping feebly from its withered limbs, and into a

wide, overgrown field. Marsh saw a row of shanties off in the

distance, black as rotten teeth, and close at hand stood the

charred and roofless walls of an old plantation house, its

empty windows gaping at them. Joshua York brought them

to a halt. “We will leave the wagon here and proceed on

foot,” he said. “It is not so far now.” He looked up toward

the horizon, where the brightness was spreading and eating

up the stars. “At full light, we will strike.”

Abner Marsh grunted assent and climbed down off the

wagon, clutching the shotgun tightly. “Goin’ to be a nice

day,” he said to Joshua. “Maybe just a trifle gaudy.”

York smiled and pulled his hat down over his eyes. “This

way,” he said. “Remember the plan. I will smash the door in



and confront Julian. When all his attention is fixed on me,

step in and shoot for the face.”

“Hell,” said Marsh. “I ain’t goin’ to forget. I been shootin’

at that face for years, in my dreams.”

Joshua walked quickly, with long strides, and Abner Marsh

moved heavily beside him, struggling to match his pace.

Marsh had left his cane back in New Orleans. This morning,

of all mornings, he felt young again. The air was sweet and

cool and full of fragrance, and he was going to get his lady

back, his sweet steamer, his Fevre Dream.

Past the plantation house. Past the slave shanties.

Through another field, where indigo was growing wild in a

profusion of pink and purple flowers. Around a tall old willow

tree whose trailing tendrils brushed Marsh’s face as gently

as a woman’s hand. Then into a denser stand of woods,

cypress mostly, and some palmetto, with flowering reeds

and dogwood and fleurs-de-lis of every color growing all

about. The ground was damp, and grew damper as they

walked. Abner Marsh felt the wetness soaking through the

soles of his old boots.

Joshua ducked under a thick gray drape of Spanish moss

that hung from a low, twisted limb, and Marsh did likewise

one step behind him, and there she was.

Abner Marsh gripped the shotgun very tightly. “Hell,” was

all he said.

The water had returned to the old back channel, and it

stood all about the Fevre Dream, but it was not deep

enough, and the steamer was not afloat. She rested on a

shoal of mud and sand, her head thrust up into the air,

listing about ten degrees to larboard, her paddles high and

mostly dry. Once she had been white and blue and silver.



Now she was mostly gray, the gray of old rotting wood that

has seen too much sun and too much dampness and not

enough paint. It looked as if Julian and his goddamned

vampires had sucked all the life out of it. On her

wheelhouse, Marsh could see traces of the whore’s scarlet

that Sour Billy had slapped upon her, and the letters OZ real

faint, like old memories. But the rest was gone, and the old

true name could be seen again, where the newer paint had

crumbled and peeled. The whitewash on her railings and

colonnades had fared the worst, and that was where she

was grayest, and here and there Marsh saw patches of

green clinging to her wood, and spreading. He began to

tremble as he looked at her. The damp and the heat and the

rot, he thought, and there was something in his eye. He

rubbed at it angrily. Her chimneys looked crooked because

of the way she was listing. Spanish moss festooned one side

of her pilot house, and drooped off her verge flagpole. The

ropes that held up her larboard stage had snapped long

ago, and the stage had come crashing to the forecastle. Her

grand staircase, that great curving expanse of polished

wood, was slimy with fungus. Here and there Marsh could

see wildflowers that had taken root in cracks between the

deck boards. “Goddamnit,” he said. “Goddamnit, Joshua,

how the hell could you let her get like this? How the hell

could you . . .” But then his voice cracked and betrayed him,

and Abner Marsh found he had no words.

Joshua York put a gentle hand on his shoulder and said,

“I’m sorry, Abner. I did try.”

“Oh, I know,” Marsh swore. “It was him that did it to her,

that turned her rotten like everything else he touches. Oh, I

know who it was, I sure as hell know that. What I don’t know

is why the hell you lied to me, Mister York. All that business

about the Natchez and the Robert E. Lee. Hell. She ain’t

goin’ to outrun nobody, she ain’t never goin’ to move



again.” His face was beet red, he knew, and his voice was

starting to get loud. “Goddamnit it all to hell, she’s just goin’

to sit and rot, goddamnit it, and you knew it!” He stopped

suddenly, before he started to shout and woke up all the

damned vampires.

“I knew it,” Joshua York admitted, with sorrow in his eyes.

The morning sun shone behind him, and made him look pale

and weak. “But I needed you, Abner. It was not all lie. Julian

did put forth the plan I told you, but Billy told him what bad

shape the Fevre Dream was in, and he gave it up at once.

The rest was all true.”

“How the hell can I believe you?” Marsh said flatly. “After

all we been through, you lied to me. Goddamn you to hell,

Joshua York, you’re my own goddamned partner, and you

lied to me!”

“Abner, listen to me. Please. Let me explain.” He put a

hand up against his brow, and blinked.

“Go on,” said Marsh. “Go on and tell me. I’m listening,

damn you.”

“I needed you. I knew there was no way I could conquer

Julian alone. The others . . . even those who are with me,

they cannot stand before him, before those eyes . . . he can

make them do anything. You were my only hope, Abner. You

and the men I thought you would bring with you. It has a

painful irony. We of the night have preyed upon the people

of the day for uncounted thousands of years, and now I

must turn to you to save our race. Julian will destroy us.

Abner, your dream may have rotted through, but mine can

still live! I helped you once. You could not have built her

without me. Help me now.”



“You should have just asked me,” Marsh said. “You could

have told me the goddamned truth.”

“I did not know if you would come to save my people. I

knew you would come for her.”

“I would have come for you, damn it. We’re partners, ain’t

we? Well, ain’t we?”

Joshua York regarded him with quiet gravity. “Yes,” he

said.

Marsh glared up at the gray rotten ruin that had been his

proud lady, and saw that a goddamned bird had built a nest

in one of her stacks. Other birds were stirring and fluttering

from tree to tree, making little birdy sounds that vexed

Abner Marsh no end. The morning sunlight fell upon the

steamer in bright yellow shafts, slanting through the trees

and swimming with dust motes. The last shadows were

stealing away from the dawn, into the underbrush. “Why the

hell now?” Marsh asked, frowning at York again. “If it wasn’t

the Natchez and the Robert E. Lee, what was it? What

makes today different from the last thirteen years, that all of

a sudden you’re runnin’ off and writing me letters?”

“Cynthia is with child,” said Joshua. “My child.”

Abner Marsh remembered the things York had told him so

long ago. “You killed somebody together?”

“No. For the first time in our history, conception was free

of the taint of the red thirst. Cynthia has been using my

drink for years. She became . . . sexually receptive . . . even

without the blood, the fever. I responded. It was powerful,

Abner. As strong as the thirst, but different, cleaner. A thirst

for life instead of death. She will die when her time comes,

unless your people can help. Julian would never permit that.



And there is the child to think of. I do not want it corrupted,

enslaved by Damon Julian. I want this birth to be a new

beginning for my race. I had to take action.”

A goddamned vampire baby, Abner Marsh thought. He

was going to go in and face Damon Julian for a child that

might grow up to be just like Julian was. But maybe not.

Maybe it’d grow into Joshua instead. “If you want to do

somethin’,” Marsh said, “then why the hell ain’t we in there,

instead of yapping out here?” He jerked his shotgun in the

direction of the huge ruined steamer.

Joshua York smiled. “I am sorry for the lie,” he said.

“Abner, there is no one like you. You have my thanks.”

“Never mind about that now,” Marsh said gruffly,

embarrassed by Joshua’s gratitude. He walked out from

under the shadows of the trees, toward the Fevre Dream

and the rotted, purple-stained indigo tanks that loomed

behind her. When he got down near the water, the mud

grabbed at his boots and made obscene sucking sounds as

he pulled them free. Marsh checked again to make sure the

gun was loaded. Then he found an old weathered plank

lying in the shallow, still water, leaned it up against the side

of her hull, and hefted himself up onto the main deck of the

steamboat. Joshua York, moving quickly and silently, came

behind him.

The grand staircase confronted them, leading up to the

darkness of the boiler deck, to the curtained staterooms

where their enemies slept, to the long echoing dimness of

the saloon. Marsh did not move immediately. “I want to see

my steamer,” he said at last, and he walked around the stair

into the engine room.



Seams had burst on a couple of the boilers. Rust had

eaten through the steam pipes. The great engines were

brown and flaking in spots. Marsh had to step warily to

make sure his foot didn’t crash through a rotten floorboard.

He went to a furnace. Inside was old cold ash, and

something else, something brown and yellow and blackened

here and there. He reached in, and came out with a bone.

“Bones in her furnace,” he said. “Her deck rotted through.

Goddamned slave manacles still on the floor. Rust. Hell.

Hell.”He turned. “I seen enough.”

“I told you,” said Joshua York.

“I wanted to see her.” They walked back out into the

sunlight of the forecastle. Marsh glanced back over his

shoulder at the shadows, the rotten rusted shadows of all

that she had been and all that he had dreamed. “Eighteen

big boilers,” he said hoarsely. “Whitey loved them engines.”

“Abner, come. We must do what we came to do.”

They ascended the grand staircase, climbing with care.

The slime on the steps was foul-smelling and slippery. Marsh

leaned too hard on a carved wooden acorn and it came off

in his hand. The promenade was gray and deserted and

looked unsafe. They entered the main cabin, and Marsh

frowned at three hundred feet of decay and despair and

beauty gone to rot. The carpet was stained and torn and

eaten away by fungus and mold. Green splotches spread

across it like cancer eating away at the soul of the steamer.

Someone had painted over the skylight, had covered all that

fine stained glass with black paint. It was dark. The long

marble bar was covered with dust. Stateroom doors hung

broken and shattered. One chandelier had fallen. They

walked around the pile of broken glass. A third of the mirrors



were cracked or missing. The rest had gone blind, their

silver flaking away or turning black.

When they walked up to the hurricane deck, Marsh was

glad to see the sun. He checked the gun again. The texas

loomed above them, its cabin doors closed and waiting. “He

still in the captain’s cabin?” Marsh asked. Joshua nodded.

They climbed the short flight of steps to the texas deck, and

moved toward it.

In the shadows of the texas porch, Sour Billy Tipton was

waiting.

But for the eyes, Abner Marsh might never have

recognized him. Sour Billy was as ruined as the boat. He had

always been skinny. Now he was an animated skeleton,

sharp bones thrusting against sickly yellow flesh. His skin

had the look of a man’s who has been bedridden for years.

His face was a damned skull, a yellowish pockmarked skull.

Nearly all his hair had fallen out, and the top of his head

was covered with scabs and raw red blotches. He was

dressed in black rags, and his fingernails had grown four

inches long. Only his eyes were the same: ice-colored and

somehow feverish eyes, staring, trying to scare, trying to be

little vampire eyes, just like Julian’s. Sour Billy had known

they were coming. He must have heard them. When they

turned the corner he was there, his knife in his hand, his

deadly practiced hand. He said, “Well—”

Abner Marsh snapped up the shotgun and fired both

barrels, point-blank, at his chest. Marsh didn’t much care to

hear that second, “Well.” Not this time.

The gun roared and kicked back hard, slamming into

Marsh and bruising his arm. Sour Billy’s chest turned red in

a hundred places, and the blast threw him backward. The



rotten railing of the texas porch gave way behind him, and

he went crashing down to the hurricane deck. Still holding

his knife, he tried to get to his feet. He reeled and staggered

forward dizzily, like a drunk. Marsh jumped down to the

hurricane deck after him, and reloaded the gun. Sour Billy

grabbed for a pistol stuck through his belt. Marsh gave him

two more barrels, and blew him clear off the hurricane deck.

The pistol spun from his grip, and Abner Marsh heard Billy

scream and smash into something on the way down. He

peered down at the forecastle. Billy was lying face-down,

twisted at an unnatural angle, a smear of red beneath him.

He still had a hold of his goddamned knife, but it didn’t look

like he’d be doing any damage with it. Abner Marsh grunted,

pulled a couple of fresh shells from his pocket, and turned

back toward the texas.

The door to the captain’s cabin stood wide open, and

Damon Julian was out on the texas porch facing Joshua, a

pale malevolence with black and beckoning eyes. Joshua

York stood immobile, like a man entranced.

Marsh wrenched his eyes down to his shotgun and the

shells he held in his hand. Pretend he ain’t there, he told

himself. You’re in the sun, he can’t come for you, don’t look

at him, just load, just load the gun and give him both

goddamned barrels right in the face while Joshua holds him

still. His hand shook. He steadied it and slid in one shell.

And Damon Julian laughed. At the sound of that laughter

Marsh looked up in spite of himself, the second shell still

between his fingers. Julian had such music in his laugh, such

warmth and good humor, that it was hard to be afraid, hard

to remember what he was and the things he could do.

Joshua had fallen to his knees.



Marsh cussed and took three impetuous strides forward,

and Julian whirled, still smiling, and came at him. Or tried to.

Julian vaulted down to the hurricane deck over the ruined

porch, but Joshua saw him, rose, and came leaping after,

catching Julian from behind. For a moment they grappled on

the deck. Then Marsh heard Joshua cry out in pain, and he

looked away and slid the second shell home and closed the

gun and looked up again and saw Julian coming, that white

face looming up before him and the teeth gleaming, the

terrible teeth. His finger tightened convulsively on the

trigger before he had the damned gun aimed, and the shot

went wild. The recoil sent Marsh sprawling, and that was

what probably saved his life. Julian missed him, spun . . .

and hesitated when he saw Joshua rising, four long bleeding

tracks down his right cheek. “Look at me, Julian,” Joshua

called softly. “Look at me.”

Marsh had one shot left. Sprawled on the deck, he raised

the shotgun, but he was too slow. Damon Julian tore his

eyes away from Joshua and saw the barrel swinging toward

him. He whirled, and the shot boomed through empty air. By

the time Joshua York had helped Abner Marsh to his feet,

Julian had vanished down the stairs. “Go after him!” Joshua

said urgently. “And stay alert! He might be waiting for you.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll see he doesn’t leave the boat,” Joshua said. Then he

spun and leaped from the edge of the hurricane deck, out

over the forecastle, quick and nimble as a cat. He landed a

yard from where Sour Billy lay, landed hard and rolled. An

instant later he was back up, and darting up the grand

staircase.

Marsh took out two more shells and reloaded. Then he

went to the stair, peered down it warily, and began to



descend step by careful step, the shotgun held at the ready.

The wood creaked beneath his tread, but there was no other

sound. Marsh knew that meant nothing. They moved so

silently, all of them.

He had a hunch he knew where Julian would hide. In the

grand saloon, or one of the staterooms off it. Marsh kept his

trigger finger tensed, and went on in, pausing to let his eyes

adjust to the darkness.

Way at the far end of the cabin, something moved. Marsh

aimed and froze, then eased off. It was Joshua.

“He hasn’t come out,” Joshua called, his head moving as

his eyes—so much better than Marsh’s—raked the cabin.

“I figured he hadn’t,” Marsh said. All of a sudden it felt

cold in the cabin. Cold and still, like the breath from a long-

closed tomb. It was too dark. Marsh couldn’t see anything

but vaguely menacing shadows. “I need some goddamned

light,” he said. He jerked the shotgun upward and fired one

barrel up at the skylight. The report echoed deafeningly in

the enclosed cabin, and the glass disintegrated. Shards and

sunlight came raining down. Marsh took out a shell to

reload. “I don’t see nothing,” he said, stepping forward with

the gun under his arm. The long cabin was utterly still and

empty as far as he could see. Maybe Julian was crouched

behind the bar, Marsh thought. Cautiously he moved toward

it.

A vague tinkling sound touched his ears, the clatter of

crystals clinking together in the wind. Abner Marsh frowned.

And Joshua cried, “Abner! Above you!”

Marsh looked up just as Damon Julian released his hold on

the great swaying chandelier and came plunging down at



him.

Marsh tried to raise and aim his shotgun, but it was too

late and he was too damned slow. Julian landed right on top

of him, and sent the gun spinning from Marsh’s grasp, and

both of them went down. Marsh tried to roll free. Something

grabbed him, pulled. He smashed out blindly with a huge

rough fist. The answering blow came out of nowhere and

nearly tore his head off. For a moment he lay stunned. His

arm was seized and wrenched roughly behind him. Marsh

screamed. The pressure did not let up. He tried to push

himself to his feet, and his arm was bent upward with awful

force. He heard it snap, and he screamed again, louder, as

the pain hammered through him. He was pushed roughly to

the deck, his face hard against the moldy carpeting.

“Struggle, my dear Captain, and I’ll break your other arm,”

Julian’s mellow voice told him. “Remain still.”

“Get away from him!” Joshua said. Marsh lifted his eyes

and saw him standing twenty feet away.

“I hardly think so,” Julian replied. “Do not move, dear

Joshua. If you come at me, I will tear out Captain Marsh’s

throat before you are within five feet. Stay where you are

and I will spare him. Do you understand?”

Marsh tried to move, and bit his lip in anguish. Joshua

stood his ground, hands poised like claws in front of him.

“Yes,” he said, “I understand.” His gray eyes looked deadly,

but uncertain. Marsh looked around for the shotgun. It lay

five feet away, well beyond his reach.

“Good,” said Damon Julian. “Now, why don’t we make

ourselves comfortable?” Marsh heard Julian pull over a chair.

He seated himself just behind Marsh. “I’ll sit here, in the

shadows. You can take a seat beneath that shaft of sunlight



the captain so obligingly let into the saloon. Go on, Joshua.

Do as I say, unless you want to see him die.”

“If you kill him, there will be nothing between us,” Joshua

said.

“Perhaps I am willing to take that risk,” Julian replied. “Are

you?”

Joshua York looked around slowly, frowned, took up a chair

and moved it beneath the shattered skylight. He seated

himself in the sun, a good fifteen feet away from them.

“Take off your hat, Joshua. I want to see your face.”

York grimaced, removed his wide-brimmed hat, and sent it

sailing off into the shadows.

“Fine,” said Damon Julian. “Now we can wait together. For

a while, Joshua.” He laughed lightly. “Until dark.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

May 1870

Sour Billy Tipton opened his eyes and tried to scream.

Nothing passed his lips but a soft whimper. He sucked in his

breath, and swallowed blood. Sour Billy had drunk enough

blood to recognize the taste. Only this time it was his own

blood. He coughed and fought for air. He didn’t feel so good.

His chest was on fire all over, and it was wet where he was

lying. Blood, more blood. “Help me,” he called out, weakly.

No one could have heard him more than three feet away. He

shuddered, and closed his eyes again, like he could maybe

sleep and make the hurt go away.

But the hurt stayed. Sour Billy lay there for the longest

time, his eyes closed, breathing ragged breaths that made

his chest shake and scream. He couldn’t think of nothing but

the blood that was seeping out of him, the deck hard

against his face, and the smell. There was some awful smell,

all around him. Finally Sour Billy recognized it. He had gone

and shit in his pants. He couldn’t feel nothing, but he could

smell it. He began to cry.

Finally Sour Billy Tipton could not cry anymore. His tears

had dried up, and it hurt too much. It hurt awful bad. He



tried to think about something else, about something

besides the pain, so it would maybe leave him alone. Slowly

it came back to him. Marsh and Joshua York, the shotgun

going off in his face. They had come to hurt Julian, he

remembered, and he had tried to stop them. Only this time

he wasn’t fast enough. He tried to call out again. “Julian!” he

called, a little louder than he had before, but still not very

loud.

No answer. Sour Billy Tipton whimpered, and opened his

eyes again. He had fallen, fallen all the way from the

hurricane deck. He was on the forecastle, he saw. And it was

daylight. Damon Julian couldn’t hear him. And even if he

did, it was so bright, it was the morning, Julian wouldn’t

come to him, Julian couldn’t come until dark. By dark he

would be dead. “I’ll be dead by dark,” he said aloud, so

softly he hardly heard it himself. He coughed and swallowed

some more blood. “Mister Julian . . .” he said feebly.

He rested for a while, thinking, or trying to think. He was

shot full of holes, he thought. His chest must be raw meat.

He ought to be dead, Marsh had been standing right by him,

he ought to be dead. Only he wasn’t. Sour Billy sniggered.

He knew why he wasn’t dead. Shotguns couldn’t kill him. He

was almost one of them now. It was like Julian had said. Sour

Billy had felt it happening. Every time he looked in the

mirror he thought he was a little whiter, and his eyes were

getting more and more like Damon Julian’s, he could see it

hisself, and he thought maybe he could see better in the

dark this last year or two. It was the blood had done it, he

thought. If only it hadn’t made him sick so much, he might

be even further along. Sometimes it made him real sick, and

he got bad cramps in his belly and threw up, but he kept on

drinking it, like Julian said, and it was making him stronger.

He could feel it sometimes, and this proved it, they’d shot

him and he’d fallen and he wasn’t dead, no sir, he wasn’t



dead. He was healing up, just like Damon Julian would. He

was nearly one of them now. Sour Billy smiled, and thought

that he would lie there until he was all healed, and then he

would get up and go kill Abner Marsh. He could imagine how

scared Marsh would be when he saw Billy coming, after the

way he’d been shot.

If only he didn’t hurt so much. Sour Billy wondered if it

hurt Julian this way, the day that damn dandy of a clerk had

stuck the sword through him. Mister Julian had sure showed

him. Billy would show a few people, too. He thought about

that for a while, about all the things he would do. He would

walk down Gallatin Street whenever he liked, and they’d all

get real respectful, and he’d have himself beautiful high

yaller girls and Creole ladies instead of whores from the

dance halls, and when he was through with them he’d have

their blood too, and that way no one else would have them,

and that way they’d never laugh at him, not like the whores

used to laugh at him sometimes, in the old bad days.

Sour Billy Tipton liked thinking about the way it was going

to be. But after a time—a few minutes, a few hours, he

wasn’t sure no more—he couldn’t. He kept thinking about

the pain instead, the way it hurt so bad whenever he tried

to breathe. It ought to be hurting less, he thought. But it

wasn’t. And he was still bleeding bad, so bad he was

starting to feel awful dizzy. If he was healing up, how come

he was still bleeding? All of a sudden Sour Billy got afraid.

Maybe he wasn’t far enough along yet. Maybe he wasn’t

going to heal after all, and get up good as new, and go and

get Abner Marsh. Maybe he was just going to bleed to

death. He cried out, “Julian.” He cried as loud as he could.

Julian could finish the change, could make him better, make

him strong. If he could only get Julian it would be all right.

Julian would bring him blood to make him strong, Julian

would take care of him. Sour Billy knew that. What would



Julian ever do without him? He called out again, screaming

so hard that his throat almost burst with the pain.

Nothing. Silence. He listened for footsteps, for Julian or

one of the others coming to help him. Nothing. Except . . .

he listened harder. Sour Billy thought he heard voices. And

one of them was Damon Julian’s! He could hear him! He felt

weak with relief.

Only Julian couldn’t hear Billy. And even if he could, he

might not come, not out into the sun. The thought terrified

Sour Billy. Julian would come when it got dark, would come

and finish the change. But by dark it would be too late.

He would have to go to Julian, Sour Billy Tipton decided,

as he laid there in his blood and pain. He would have to

move and go to where Julian was, so Julian could help him.

Sour Billy bit his lip and gathered all his strength and tried

to get up.

And he screamed.

The pain that shot through him when he tried to move

was a burning knife, a sudden sharp agony that stabbed

through his body and drove all thought and hope and fear

out of him, until there was nothing but the pain itself. He

shrieked and lay still, and his body throbbed. He could feel

his heart thumping wildly, and the pain, the pain slowly

fading. That was when Sour Billy Tipton realized that he

couldn’t feel his legs no more. He tried to wriggle his toes.

He couldn’t feel nothing at all down there.

He was dying. It wasn’t fair, Sour Billy thought. He was so

close. For thirteen years he had been drinking the blood and

getting stronger, changing, and he was so close. He was

going to live forever, and now they were taking it away from



him, robbing him, they’d always robbed him, he’d never had

nothing. It was a cheat. The world had cheated him again,

the niggers and the Creoles and the rich dandies, they was

always cheating him and laughing at him, and now they

were cheating him of life, of his revenge, of everything.

He had to get to Julian. If only he could make that change,

it would all be all right. Otherwise he’d die here, and they’d

laugh at him, they’d say he was a fool, trash, all the things

they had always said, they’d piss on his grave and laugh at

him. He had to get to Mister Julian. Then he would be the

one laughing, yes he would.

Sour Billy took a deep breath. He could feel his knife, still

gripped in his hand. He moved his arm, took the knife

between his teeth, trembling. There! That didn’t hurt so

much, he thought. His arms was still all right. His fingers

spread and fought for purchase on the wet deck, slick with

mold and blood. Then he pulled hard as he could, with his

hands and his arms, dragged himself forward. His chest

burned, and the knife blade came plunging into his back

again, so he shuddered and bit down real hard on the steel

between his teeth. He collapsed in exhaustion and agony.

But when the hurt finally ebbed a bit, Sour Billy opened his

eyes and smiled around his knife blade. He had moved! He

had pulled himself forward a whole foot, he thought.

Another five or six pulls, and he would be at the foot of the

grand staircase. Then he could grab hold of the fancy

banister posts and use them to haul himself upward. Them

voices were coming from up there, he thought. He could get

to them. He knew he could. He had to!

Sour Billy Tipton stretched out his arms, dug his long hard

nails into the wood, and bit down on his knife.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Aboard the Steamer Fevre Dream,

May 1870

The hours passed in silence, a silence laced with fear.

Abner Marsh sat close to Damon Julian, with his back

against the black marble bar, nursing his broken arm and

sweating. Julian had finally allowed him to get up off his

belly, when the throbbing in his arm had gotten to be too

much for Marsh, and he began to moan. In this position it

didn’t seem to hurt so much, but he knew the agony would

come flooding back the instant he tried to move. So Marsh

sat very still, and held his arm, and thought.

Marsh had never been much of a chess player, as

Jonathon Jeffers had proved a half-dozen times. Sometimes

he even forgot how the damned pieces moved from game to

game. But even now he knew enough to recognize a

stalemate when he saw one.

Joshua York was sitting stiffly in his chair, his eyes dark

and unreadable at this distance, his whole body tense. The

sunlight was beating down on him, searing the life from him,

burning off his strength as it burned off the river mists every

morning. He did not move. Because of Marsh. Because



Joshua knew that if he attacked, Abner Marsh would 

be choking on his own blood before York could possibly

reach Julian. Maybe Joshua could kill Damon Julian then, and

maybe not, but either way it wouldn’t make much difference

to Marsh.

Julian was stalemated too. If he killed Marsh, he would

lose his protection. Then Joshua would be free to come at

him. Clearly Damon Julian feared that. Abner Marsh knew

how it was. Defeat will do that to a man, even to such a

thing as called itself Damon Julian. Julian had broken Joshua

York dozens of times, and bled him to seal the submission.

York had triumphed only once. But that was enough. The

certainty was gone from Julian. Fear lived inside him like a

maggot in a corpse.

Marsh felt weak and helpless. His arm hurt like hell, and

there was nothing he could do. When he was not studying

York and Julian, his eyes returned to the shotgun. Too far, he

told himself. Too far. When he sat up against the bar, it had

put the gun even farther away. Seven feet at least. It was

impossible. Marsh knew he could never do it, even at the

best of times. And with a broken arm . . . he gnawed his lip

and tried to think of something else. If it was Jonathon

Jeffers sitting where Marsh sat, maybe he would have been

able to figure something out. Something clever and

surprising and devious. But Jeffers was dead, and Marsh had

only himself to rely on, and the only thing he could think to

do was the simple, direct, stupid thing—make a grab for

that goddamned shotgun. If he did that, Marsh knew, he

would die.

“Does the light bother you, Joshua?” Julian asked once,

after they had been seated a long time. “You really must get

used to it if you are to become one of them. All the good

cattle love the sunlight.” He smiled. Then, quickly as it had



come, the smile faded. Joshua York did not reply, and Julian

did not speak again.

Watching him, Marsh thought how much Julian himself

seemed to have decayed, just as the steamer and Sour Billy

had gone to rot. He was different now, somehow, different

and even more frightening. After that one, brief question, he

had no more taunts. He had no words at all. He did not look

at Joshua York or at Marsh or at anything in particular. His

eyes stared off into nothingness, cold and black and dead as

coals. They still had a lambent quality about them, and in

the shadows where Julian was seated they sometimes

seemed to burn with their own dim light beneath his pale,

heavy brow. But they did not seem human. Nor did Julian.

Marsh remembered the night that Julian had come aboard

the Fevre Dream. When he had looked into his eyes then, it

was as if he saw masks falling away, one after the other in

endless succession, until at the bottom, beneath it all, the

beast emerged. Now it was different. Now it was almost as if

the masks had ceased to exist. Damon Julian had been as

evil a man as Marsh had ever met, but part of his evil had

been human evil: his malevolence, his lies, his terrible

musical laugh, his cruel delight in torment, his love for

beauty and its ruin. Now all that seemed to be gone. Now

there was only the beast, hunched in the darkness with feral

eyes, cornered and fearful, unreasoning. Now Julian did not

ridicule Joshua, nor expound on good and evil and strength

and weakness, nor fill Marsh with soft, rotten promises. Now

he only sat and waited, shrouded in darkness, his ageless

face devoid of all expression, his eyes ancient and empty.

Abner Marsh realized then that Joshua had been right.

Julian was mad, or worse than mad. Julian was a ghost now,

and the thing that lived inside that body was all but

mindless.



Yet, Marsh thought bitterly, it would be the winner. Damon

Julian might die, as all the other masks had died in turn,

through the long centuries. But the beast would go on. Julian

dreamed of dark and sleep, but the beast could never die. It

was clever, and patient, and strong.

Abner Marsh eyed the shotgun again. If only he could

reach it. If only he was as fast and strong as he had been

forty years ago. If only Joshua could hold the beast’s

attention long enough. But it was no good. The beast would

not meet Joshua’s eyes. Marsh was neither fast nor strong,

and his arm was broken and in agony. He could never lurch

to his feet and reach the gun in time. The barrel was pointed

in the wrong direction too. It had fallen so it pointed at

Joshua. If it pointed the other way, maybe it would be worth

the risk. Then he would just have to dive for the gun, raise it

up quick, and pull the trigger. But the way it lay, he would

have to grab it and turn all the way around to fire at the

thing that had called itself Julian. With a broken arm. No.

Marsh knew it would be futile. The beast was too fast.

A moan escaped Joshua’s lips, a half-suppressed cry of

pain. He put a hand to his brow, then leaned forward and

buried his face in his hands. His skin was pinkish already.

Before long it would be red. Then charred and black and

burned. Abner Marsh could see the vitality ebbing from him.

What will kept him in that burning circle of sun, Marsh could

not know. Joshua had guts, though, damned if he didn’t. All

of a sudden Marsh had to say something. “Kill him,” he

called out loudly. “Joshua, get out of there and go for him,

goddamn it. Never mind me.”

Joshua York looked up and smiled weakly. “No.”

“Goddamnit all to hell, you stubborn fool. Do like I tell you!

I’m a goddamned old man, my life don’t mean nothin’.



Joshua, do like I’m tellin’ you!”

Joshua shook his head and buried his face in his hands

again.

The beast was staring at Marsh strangely, as if it could not

comprehend his words, as if it had forgotten all the speech it

ever knew. Marsh looked in its eyes and shivered. His arm

hurt, and he had tears hiding in the back of his eyes. He

cussed and swore until his face turned red. It was better

than weeping like some damned woman. Then he called

out, “You been one hell of a partner, Joshua. I ain’t goin’ to

forget you as long as I live.”

York smiled. Even the smile was pained, Marsh could see.

Joshua was weakening visibly. The light was going to kill

him, and then Marsh would be here alone.

They had hours and hours of daylight left. But hours

passed. Night would come. Abner Marsh couldn’t stop it

coming no more’n he could reach that goddamned useless

shotgun. The sun would set and darkness would come

creeping over the Fevre Dream, and the beast would smile

and rise from its chair. All along the grand saloon the doors

would open, as the others stirred and woke, all the children

of the night, the vampires, the sons and daughters and

slaves of the beast. From behind the broken mirrors and the

faded oil paintings they would come, silent, with their cold

smiles and white faces and terrible eyes. Some of them

were Joshua’s friends and one bore his child but Marsh knew

with a deadly certainty that it would make no difference.

They belonged to the beast. Joshua had the words and the

justice and the dream, but the beast had the power, and it

would call out to the beasts that lived in all the others, it

would wake their red thirst and bend them to its will. It had

no thirst itself, but it remembered.



And when those doors began to open, Abner Marsh would

die. Damon Julian had talked of sparing him, but the beast

was not bound by Julian’s fool promises, it knew how

dangerous Marsh was. Ugly or not, Marsh would feed them

tonight. And Joshua would die as well, or—worse—become

like them. And his child would grow into another beast, and

the killing would go on and on, the red thirst would flow

down the centuries unquenched, the fever dreams would

turn to sickness and to rot.

How could it end any other way? The beast was greater

than they were, a force of nature. The beast was like the

river, eternal. It had no doubts, no thoughts, no dreams or

plans. Joshua York might overwhelm Damon Julian, but when

Julian fell the beast lay beneath: alive, implacable, strong.

Joshua had drugged his own beast, had tamed it to his will,

so he had only humanity to face the beast that lived in

Julian. And humanity was not enough. He could not hope to

win.

Abner Marsh frowned. Something in his thoughts nagged

at him. He tried to figure out what it was, but it wriggled

free of him. His arm throbbed. He wished he had some of

Joshua’s goddamned drink. It tasted like hell, but Joshua had

said once it had laudanum in it, and that would help the

pain. The alcohol wouldn’t hurt none, neither.

The angle of the light pouring in through the shot-out

skylight had changed. It was afternoon, Marsh figured.

Afternoon and getting later. They would have a few hours

more. Then the doors would start to open. He looked at

Julian, at the shotgun. He squeezed his arm, as if that could

lessen the pain somehow. What the hell was he thinking

about? About wanting some of Joshua’s damn drink for his

arm . . . no, about the beast, about how Joshua couldn’t

never beat it, on account . . .



Abner Marsh’s eyes narrowed, and he looked over to

Joshua. He had beat him, Marsh thought. Once, he beat him

once, beast or no. Why can’t he do it again? Why? Marsh

clutched at his arm, rocked slowly back and forth, and tried

to drive off the pain so he could think clearer. Why, why,

why?

And it came to him, like such things always did. Maybe he

was slow, but Abner Marsh never forgot. It came to him. The

drink, he thought. He could see how it had been. He’d

poured the last of it down Joshua’s damned gullet when he

passed out in the sun. The final drop fell on his boot and he

threw the bottle in the river. Joshua had left hours later, and

it had taken him . . . how long? . . . days, it had taken him

days to get back to the Fevre Dream. He’d been running,

running to his damn bottles, running from the red thirst.

Then he found the steamer, and all the dead, and started

ripping loose them boards, and Julian had come . . . Marsh

remembered Joshua’s own words . . . I was screaming at

him, screaming incoherently. I wanted vengeance. I wanted

to kill him as badly as I have ever wanted to kill anyone,

wanted to rip open that pale throat of his, and taste his

damnable blood! My anger . . . No, thought Marsh, not just

anger. Thirst. Joshua had been so mad he never even knew

it, but he was in the first stage of the red thirst! He must

have had a glass of his drink as soon as Julian stole off, so

he never realized what it was, why that time had been

different.

Marsh got a real cold feeling right then, wondering if

Joshua had known the real reason he was ripping free those

boards, wondering what would have happened if Julian

hadn’t intervened. No wonder Joshua had won then, and

never again. His burns, his fears, the carnage all around

him, no drinks for days . . . it had to have been the thirst.

His beast was awake that night, and stronger than Julian’s.



Briefly Abner Marsh was gripped by a great excitement.

Then, rapidly, it dawned on him that his wild hope was

misplaced. Maybe he had figured something out, but it

wasn’t doing them a goddamned bit of good. Joshua had

taken a good supply of his drink on this last escape of his.

He’d drunk a half-bottle in New Orleans before they set out

for Julian’s plantation. Marsh couldn’t see no way to wake

the fever in Joshua, the fever that was their only chance . . .

his eyes went back to the shotgun, the damned useless

shotgun. “Hell,” he muttered. Forget the shotgun, he told

himself, it ain’t no good to you, think, think like Mister

Jeffers would have, figure something out. Like in a

steamboat race, Marsh thought. You couldn’t just run her

straight out against another fast boat, you had to be smart,

you had to get a lightnin’ pilot who knew all the cutoffs and

how to shave them close, and maybe you bought up all the

beech so the other boat couldn’t get nothing but

cottonwood, or maybe you had some lard in reserve. Tricks!

Marsh scowled and tugged at his whiskers with his good

hand. He couldn’t do nothing, he knew. It was up to Joshua.

Only Joshua was burning up, Joshua was getting weaker by

the minute, and he wasn’t going to move so long as Marsh’s

life was at stake. If only there was some way to get Joshua

moving . . . to wake the thirst . . . somehow. How did it come

now? Every month, something like that, except it didn’t

come at all when you used the bottle. Wasn’t there

something else? Something else that might bring on the

thirst? Marsh thought there might be, but he couldn’t think

of it. Maybe anger had something to do with it, but it wasn’t

enough. Beauty? Real beautiful things tempted him, even

with his drink. He probably picked me as his partner cause

they told him I was the ugliest man on the goddamned river,

Marsh thought. But it still wasn’t enough. Damned Damon

Julian was pretty enough, and he got Joshua awful angry,

but Joshua still lost, always lost, the drink made it so, it had



to be . . . Marsh began to think back on all the stories that

Joshua had ever told him, all the dark nights, the deaths, the

terrible bitter times when his thirst had taken hold of him

body and soul.

. . . caught me in the stomach, square, said Joshua, and I

bled badly . . . I got up. I must have been a terrible sight,

pale-faced and covered with blood. And a strange feeling

was on me . . . Julian was sipping at his wine, smiling, saying

Did you truly fear I would harm you that night in August?

Oh, perhaps I would have, in my pain and rage. But not

before . . . Marsh saw his face, twisted and bestial, as he

pulled Jeffers’s sword cane from his body . . . he

remembered Valerie, burning, dying in the yawl,

remembered the way she had screamed and gone for Karl

Framm’s throat . . . he heard Joshua talking, saying the man

hit me again, and I lashed out backhanded at him . . . he

was on me again . . .

It had to be right, Abner Marsh thought, it had to be, it

was the only thing he could think of, the only thing he could

figure. He peered up at the skylight. The angle was sharper

now, and it seemed to Marsh that the light had grown just

the tiniest bit red. Joshua was partly in shadow now. An hour

ago, Marsh would have been relieved to see it. Now he

wasn’t so sure.

“Help me . . .” the voice said. It was a broken whisper, a

ghastly pain-racked choking. But they heard it. In the

darkened silence they all heard it.

Sour Billy Tipton had come crawling out of the dimness,

leaving a trail of blood behind him on the carpet. He wasn’t

really crawling, Marsh saw. He was dragging himself,

sticking his goddamned little knife into the deck and pulling

himself forward with his arms, wriggling, his legs and whole



lower half of his body scraping behind him. His spine was

bent at an angle it shouldn’t have bent at. Billy hardly

looked human. He was covered with slime and filth, crusted

over with dry blood, bleeding even as they watched. He

pulled himself forward another foot. His chest looked caved-

in, and pain had twisted his face into a hideous mask.

Joshua York rose slowly from his chair, like a man in a

dream. His face was an awful red, Marsh saw. “Billy . . .” he

began.

“Stay where you are, Joshua,” said the beast.

York looked at him dully, and licked his dry, cracked lips. “I

will not threaten you,” he said. “Let me kill him. It would be

a mercy.”

Damon Julian smiled and shook his head. “Kill poor Billy,”

he said, “and I must kill Captain Marsh.” It sounded almost

like Julian again now; the liquid sophistication of the voice,

the chill within the words, the air of vague amusement.

Sour Billy moved another painful foot and stopped, his

body shaking. Blood dripped from his mouth and his nose.

“Julian,” he said.

“You’ll have to speak up, Billy. We can’t hear you very

well.”

Sour Billy clutched his knife and grimaced. He tried to

raise his head as much as he could. “I’m . . . help me . . .

hurt, I’m hurt. Bad. Inside . . . inside, Mister Julian.”

Damon Julian rose from his chair. “I can see that, Billy.

What do you want?”



Sour Billy’s mouth began to tremble at the edges. “Help . .

.” he whispered. “Change . . . finish the change . . . got to . .

. I’m dyin’ . . .”

Julian was watching Billy, and watching Joshua, too. Joshua

was still standing. Abner Marsh tensed his muscles and

looked at the shotgun. With Julian already on his feet, it

wasn’t possible. Not to turn it on him, and fire. But maybe . .

. he looked at Billy, whose agony almost made Marsh forget

his broken arm. Billy was begging. “. . . live forever . . .

Julian . . . change me . . . one of you . . .”

“Ah,” said Julian. “I’m afraid I have sad news for you, Billy.

I can’t change you. Did you really think a creature like you

could become one of us?”

“. . . promised,” Billy whispered shrilly. “You promised. I’m

dyin’!”

Damon Julian smiled. “Whatever will I do without you?” he

said. He laughed lightly, and that was when Marsh knew for

a fact that it was Julian, that the beast had let him surface

again. It was Julian’s laughter, rich and musical and stupid.

Marsh heard the laugh and watched Sour Billy’s face and

saw his hand shake as he wrenched the knife free of the

deck.

“The hell with you!” Marsh roared at Julian, as he heaved

himself to his feet. Julian looked over, startled. Marsh bit

back the pain and went for the shotgun, diving across the

room. Julian was a hundred times quicker than him. Marsh

landed heavily on the gun, and almost blanked out from the

pain that shot through him, but even as he felt the hardness

of the barrel beneath his stomach, he felt Julian’s cold white

hands close round his neck.



And then they were gone, and Damon Julian was

screaming. Abner Marsh rolled over. Julian was staggering

backward, his hands up over his face. Sour Billy’s knife was

sticking out of his left eye, and blood was running down

between his pale white fingers. “Die, goddamn you,” Marsh

yelled as he yanked the trigger. The shot blew Julian off his

feet. The gun kicked back into Marsh’s arm, and he

screamed. For an instant he did black out. When the pain

cleared enough so he could see, he had trouble climbing to

his feet. But he did it. Just in time to hear a sharp crack, like

a wet branch being broken.

Joshua York rose from Billy Tipton’s body with blood on his

hands. “There was no hope for him,” York said.

Marsh sucked in air in great draughts, his heart pounding.

“We did it, Joshua,” he said. “We killed the goddamned—”

Someone laughed.

Marsh turned and backed away.

Julian smiled. He wasn’t dead. He had lost an eye, but the

knife hadn’t gone deep enough, hadn’t touched his brain.

He was half-blind but he wasn’t dead. Too late Marsh

realized his mistake. He’d shot at Julian’s chest, the

goddamned chest, he ought to have blown off his head, but

he’d taken the easy shot instead. Julian’s dressing gown

hung from him in bloody tatters, but he wasn’t dead. “I am

not so easy to kill as poor Billy,” he said. Blood welled in his

eye socket and dripped down his cheek. Already it was

crusting, clotting. “Nor as easy as you will be.” He came

toward Marsh with languid inevitable slowness.

Marsh tried to hold the shotgun with his broken arm while

he got two shells from his pocket. He pinned it under his

arm against his body, stepping backward, but the pain



made him weak and clumsy. His fingers slipped and one of

the shells dropped to the floor. Marsh backed up hard

against a column. Damon Julian laughed.

“No,” said Joshua York. He stepped between them, his

face raw and red. “I forbid it. I am bloodmaster. Stop,

Julian.”

“Ah,” said Julian. “Again, dear Joshua? Again then. But this

shall be the last time. Even Billy has learned his true nature.

It is time for you to learn yours, dear Joshua.” His left eye

was crusted blood, his right a howling black abyss.

Joshua York stood unmoving.

“You can’t beat him,” Abner Marsh said. “The damn beast.

Joshua, no.” But Joshua York was past hearing. The shotgun

fell from beneath Marsh’s shattered arm. He bent, snatched

it up with his good hand, slapped it down on the table

behind him, and began to load it. With only one hand, it was

slow work. His fingers were thick and clumsy. The shell kept

squirting free. Finally he got it in, closed the gun, raised it

up clumsily under his good arm.

Joshua York had turned around, slowly, the way the Fevre

Dream had spun that night she came after the Eli Reynolds.

He took a step toward Abner Marsh. “Joshua, no,” Marsh

said. “Stay away.” Joshua moved closer. He was trembling,

fighting it. “Get clear,” Marsh said. “Let me get off a shot.”

Joshua didn’t seem to hear. He had an awful dead look on

his face. He belonged to the beast. His strong pale hands

were raised. “Hell,” said Marsh, “hell. Joshua, I got to do it. I

got it figured. It’s the only way.”

Joshua York seized Abner Marsh around the throat, his

gray eyes wide and demonic. Marsh shoved the shotgun up

under Joshua’s armpit and yanked the trigger. There was a



terrible explosion, the scent of smoke and blood. York spun

and fell heavily, crying out in pain, as Marsh stepped away

from him.

Damon Julian smiled sardonically and moved like a

rattlesnake, wrenching the smoking gun from Marsh’s hand.

“And now there are only the two of us,” he said. “Only the

two of us, dear Captain.”

He was still smiling when Joshua made a sound that was

half a snarl and half a scream, and threw himself on Julian

from behind. Julian cried out in surprise. They rolled over

and over, grappling with each other ferociously until they

slammed up against the bar, and broke apart. Damon Julian

rose first, Joshua soon after. York’s shoulder was a bloody

ruin, and his arm was limp at his side, but in his slitted gray

eyes, through the haze of blood and pain, Abner Marsh

could feel the rage of the fevered beast. York was in pain,

Marsh thought triumphantly, and pain could wake the thirst.

Joshua advanced slowly; Julian moved back, smiling. “Not

me, Joshua,” he said. “It was the Captain who hurt you. The

Captain.” Joshua paused and glanced briefly at Marsh, and

for a long moment Marsh waited to see which way the thirst

would drive him, to see whether Joshua or his beast was the

master.

Finally York smiled thinly at Damon Julian, and the quiet

fight began.

Weak with relief, Marsh paused a moment to gather his

strength before he stooped to pick up the shotgun from

where Julian had dropped it. He deposited it on the table,

broke it, reloaded it slowly and laboriously. When he picked

it up and cradled it beneath his arm, Damon Julian was

kneeling. He had reached into his eye socket with his



fingers, and torn out his blind and bloody eye. He was

holding it up, his hand cupped, while Joshua York bent to the

bloody offering.

Abner Marsh stepped forward quickly, pushed the shotgun

up to Julian’s temple, against the fine black curls, and let fly

with both barrels.

Joshua looked stunned, like he had been wrenched

abruptly from some dream. Marsh grunted and tossed down

the gun. “You didn’t want that,” he told Joshua. “Hold still. I

got what you want.” He walked heavily behind the bar, and

found the dark unlabeled wine bottles. Marsh picked one up

and blew away the dust. That was when he happened to

look up and see all the open doors, all the pale faces,

watching. The shots, he thought. The shots had brought

them out.

One-handed, Marsh had trouble getting out the cork. He

finally used his teeth. Joshua York drifted toward the bar, as

if in a daze. In his eyes the fight went on. Marsh held out the

bottle, and Joshua reached out and grabbed his arm. Marsh

held very still. For a long moment he did not know which it

would be, whether Joshua would take the bottle or tear open

the veins in his wrist. “We all got to make our goddamned

choices, Joshua,” he said softly, in the grip of Joshua’s

strong fingers.

Joshua York stared at him for half of forever. Then he

wrenched the bottle free of Marsh’s hand, threw back his

head, and upended it. The dark liquor came gurgling down,

and ran all over his goddamned chin.

Marsh pulled out a second bottle of the noxious stuff,

smashed its top off clean against the hard edge of the



marble bar, and raised it up. “To the goddamned Fevre

Dream!” he said.

They drank together.



Epilogue

The graveyard is old and overgrown, and filled with the

sounds of the river. It sits high on its bluff, and below it rolls

the Mississippi, on and on, as it has rolled for thousands of

years. You can sit on the edge of the bluff, feet dangling,

and look out over the river, drinking in the peace, the

beauty. The river has a thousand faces up here. Sometimes

it’s golden, and alive with ripples from insects skimming the

surface and water flowing around some half-submerged

branch. At sunset it turns bronze for a while, and then red,

and the red spreads and makes you think of Moses and

another river a long way away. On a clear night, the water

flows dark and clean as black satin, and beneath its

shimmering surface are stars, and a fairy moon that shifts

and dances and is somehow larger and prettier than the one

up in the sky. The river changes with the seasons, too. When

the spring floods come, it is brown and muddy and creeps

up to the high water marks on the trees and banks. In

autumn, leaves of a thousand colors drift past lazily in its

blue embrace. And in winter the river freezes hard, and the

snow comes drifting down to cover it, and transforms it into

a wild white road upon which no one may travel, so bright it

hurts the eyes. Beneath the ice, the waters still flow, icy and

turbulent, never resting. And finally the river shrugs, and

the winter’s ice shatters like thunder and breaks apart with

terrible, rending cracks.

All of the river’s moods can be seen from the graveyard.

From there, the river looks like it did a thousand years ago.



Even now the Iowa side is nothing but trees and high, rocky

bluffs. The river itself is tranquil, empty, still. A thousand

years ago you might watch for hours and see nothing but a

solitary Indian in a birch bark canoe. Today you might watch

for just as long, and see only one long procession of sealed

barges, pushed by a single small diesel towboat.

In between then and now, there was a time when the river

swarmed and lived, when smoke and steam and whistles

and fires were everywhere. The steamboats are all gone

now, though. The river is peaceful. The dead in the

graveyard wouldn’t like it much this way. Half of those

buried here were rivermen.

The graveyard is peaceful, too. Most of the plots were

filled a long, long time ago, and now even the grandchildren

of those who lie here have died. Visitors are rare, and the

few who come visit a single, unimpressive grave.

Some of the graves have large monuments. One has a

statue on top of it, of a tall man dressed like a steamer pilot,

holding a portion of a wheel and gazing out into the

distance. Several have colorful accounts of life and death on

the river inscribed on their tombstones, telling how they

died in a boiler explosion, or the war, or by drowning. But

the visitors come to none of these. The grave they seek out

is relatively plain. The stone has seen a hundred years of

weathering, but it has held up well. The words chiseled into

it are plainly readable: a name, some dates, and two lines of

poetry.

CAP’N ABNER MARSH

1805–1873

So we’ll go no more a-roving

So late into the night.



Above the name, carved into the stone with great skill and

great care, is a small decoration, raised and finely detailed,

showing two great side-wheel steamers in a race. Time and

weather have wreaked their damage, but you can still see

the smoke streaming from their chimneys, and you can

almost sense their speed. If you lean close enough and run

your fingertips over the stone, you can even discern their

names. The trailing boat is the Eclipse, a famous steamer in

her day. The one in front is unknown to most river

historians. She appears to be named the Fevre Dream.

The visitor who comes most often always touches her, as

if for luck.

Oddly enough, he always comes by night.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

George R. R. Martin sold his first story in 1971 and has

been writing professionally ever since. He has written

fantasy, horror, and science fiction, and for his sins

spent ten years in Hollywood as a writer/producer,

working on The Twilight Zone, Beauty and the Beast,

and various feature films and television pilots that were

never made. In the mid ’90s he returned to prose, his

first love, and began work on his epic fantasy series A

Song of Ice and Fire. He has been in the Seven

Kingdoms ever since. Whenever he’s allowed to leave,

he returns to Santa Fe, New Mexico, where he lives with

the lovely Paris and two cats named Augustus and

Caligula who think they run the place.



BY GEORGE R. R. MARTIN

A SONG OF ICE AND FIRE:

Book One: A Game of Thrones

Book Two: A Clash of Kings

Book Three: A Storm of Swords

         

Dying of the Light

Windhaven (with Lisa Tuttle)

Fevre Dream

The Armageddon Rag

Dead Man’s Hand (with John J. Miller)

SHORT STORY COLLECTIONS:

A Song for Lya and Other Stories

Songs of Stars and Shadows

Sandkings

Songs the Dead Men Sing

Nightflyers

Tuf Voyaging

Portraits of His Children

EDITED BY GEORGE R. R. MARTIN



New Voices in Science Fiction, Volumes 1–4

The Science Fiction Weight-Loss Book

(with Isaac Asimov and Martin Harry Greenberg)

The John W. Campbell Awards, Volume 5

Night Visions 3

Wild Cards I–XV



Praise for the Early Novels of George R. R. Martin:

FEVRE DREAM

“Reads more like a strongly themed historical novel than gothic horror . . . far

more engaging and meaningful than the usual flip-page violence that passes for

horror fiction nowadays.”

—Washington Post Book World

“Fevre Dream shines among the current glut of pseudo-spooky novels like

moonlight on the Mississippi. Grace, suspense, and just good old-fashioned

knockout storytelling make it the kind of chiller one reads with unabated

enthusiasm . . . and rereads with the rare commitment accorded only the best

tale-spinners. . . . An adventure into the heart of darkness that transcends even

the most inventive vampire novels . . . The milieu is arresting, the pace hell-

bent, the characters vibrant. . . . Martin’s tale is splendid, and then some. Fevre

Dream runs red with original, high 

adventure.” —Los Angeles Herald Examiner

“Martin tells a real story, not a fill-in-the-blanks standard thriller, and the

twists and turns are rugged. It moves along crisply and well, with plot,

characters, and color all pulling together and forbearing to wander off or to

signal ahead. A common problem with stories is setting up a problem or

situation too intensely and powerfully drawn to be resolved adequately at the

end. I am delighted to report that Martin has no such trouble. Fevre Dream starts

on time, and steams without an unprofitable landing into Armageddon. . . . Buy.

Read. Rejoice. And shiver more than a little along the way.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“A chilling vampire novel that will have those little hairs on the back of your

neck standing at constant attention. A five star beauty [and one of] the best two

books of the season.” —Boston News Digest

“The vampire novel is one of the most difficult forms of horror literature to

write well. . . . [Here] solid characters, vivid descriptions of an opulent world, a

plausible explanation of vampirism and some genuinely chilling scenes create

one of the best. . . . The most satisfying and frightening novel of its kind since

Stephen King’s Salem’s Lot.”

—Roanoke Times & World Herald

“Spectacular, simply one of the best frighteners to appear in years . . .

inventive, lucid and genuinely scary—I’d recommend this to anyone who scoffs

at genre writing.” —Time Out



“Moves crisply from sensation to sensation to reach a chilling climax among

the bayous of the river’s delta.” —Derby Evening Telegraph (UK)

“It’s great . . . slowly unfolds its horrors like petals of some corrupt flower. . . .

There were moments when I was frightened to turn the page. . . . Simply but

masterfully written, I can’t believe Fevre Dream won’t be one of the best five

horror novels this year.”

—New York City Limits

“George R. R. Martin has established himself as a major talent in the realms of

science fiction and fantasy. . . . This novel is classic horror-fare: it is fine writing

and happens to scare the bejeezus out of you as well.”

—Daily Texan

“The best vampire novel since Suzy McKee Charnas’ The Vampire Tapestry:

generally understated, firmly grounded in the Twain-worthy steamboat setting,

abundantly creepy . . . and modestly resonant in the portrayal of inter-species

camaraderie.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Skillfully balances historical realism and flights into fantasy and obsession.

Its characters linger in the mind, along with the beauty of the great boats and

the greater river.” —Locus

“Filled with rich characters and almost continual suspense . . . the best

vampire novel I’ve read, and Martin’s recreation of the 1850s along the

Mississippi is the equal of the best historical novels.”

—Science Fiction Review

“You normally don’t think of vampires and steamboats at the same time, but

in Fevre Dream, George R. R. Martin has taken this unlikely combination and

turned out a novel that goes beyond either historical fiction or horror. . . .

Memorable characters, believable backgrounds, and realistic plots and situations

. . . To describe the book as ‘haunting’ may be trite, but odds are you’ll find

yourself thinking about the situation, and the characters, for days after you

finish reading it.”

—Amazing

“Fresh and interesting . . . One addition to the literature for vampiromaniacs

that is worth taking a look at.” —Asimov’s

“Eminently cinematic . . . an engrossing, thoroughly readable story which is

rich in detail and has a vivid cast of characters. The jacket blurb compares

Martin with Stephen King and Peter Straub,

and for once the comparison is justified.”

—Starburst



“A terrific book, a treasure, an achievement, and a unique reading experience

. . . The story is told in a crisp, clean style, both subtle and haunting. . . . This

novel has it all: atmosphere, mood, a unique blend of history and legend. . . .

The characterization is vivid and the clash between good and evil marks an all-

time high for believability and rousing impact. Fevre Dream will surely become a

horror classic, and a standard by which later, similar works will be judged. Very

highly recommended.” —Fantastic Films

“A skillful blend of adventure, supernatural horror, and accurate historical

settings . . . Exceptionally good, this deserves superlatives in almost every

respect.” —Science Fiction Chronicle

“Martin is, by his own account, an artist of sunsets; his fin de siècle canvas

may variously take in dying planets, the death of the modern age, or the long

decline of chivalry, but loss is always the keynote, and the mood is ever a

frenzied celebration of a glory that is passing. . . . Martin relates a grand

adventure, but his true subject is the anatomy of the tomb, whether the

entombment is that of an individual, a way of life, a nation, or a species. . . .

Unfolds with an elegant, sensuous grotesquerie that has few parallels in

literature . . . The riverboats and the plantations and the vampires roar a mighty

defiance in their dying, raging (in a powerful echo of an earlier Martin novel)

against the dying of the light. . . .

A superb novel.” —Infinity Plus

“Not only a compelling novel, but also a powerful tale of supernatural terror—

one of the very few books which are satisfying on both those levels. Frightening,

moving, haunting, beautiful, with utterly believable characters, both human and

other, it can hold its own against any horror novel by any writer of his

generation. It looks to me as if Fevre Dream makes him one of the most

impressive new writers in the field.”

—Ramsey Campbell

“Will delight fans of both Stephen King and Mark Twain . . . Darkly romantic,

chilling and rousing by turns, moody and memorable, Martin’s novel is a

thundering success.” —Roger Zelazny

“What an idea! A picaresque journey down a river of terror. The subtle

atmosphere of menace grows and grows until toward the end it becomes almost

unendurable. Add to that a fresh vision of the vampire, a lot of historical fun, and

you have one very special horror novel.”

—Whitley Strieber

DYING OF THE LIGHT



“The Wild West in outer space, complete with a chase that will keep you

awake. Slick science fiction.” —Los Angeles Times

“The galactic background is excellent. . . . Martin knows how to hold the

readers and will probably be one of our finest novelists of the next decade.” —

Asimov’s

“The kind of imagination that makes science fiction worth reading . . . An

effective, affecting story.” —Galaxy Magazine

“Something special which will keep Worlorn and its people in the reader’s

mind long after the final page is read.” —Galileo Magazine

“George R. R. Martin has the voice of a poet and a mind like a steel trap.” —

Algis Budrys

“Even in the best science fiction stories, it is rare to find a genuine alien

culture that is believable and self-consistent. George R. R. Martin’s novel

presents several such cultures, and forces them into conflicts that bring out the

best—and the worst—in the human characters who make this story live, breathe

and bleed.” —Ben Bova

“Wonderful, rich-tapestried. The excitement and strangeness are still there

after the last sentence.”—A. E. van Vogt

“Each of George R. R. Martin’s stories is a gem, cut with verve and polished

with abundant skill, reflecting the face of humanity in its many facets—its mood

colored, highlighted by a master of misplay . . . by a lover of his tools and

trade.”—Roger Zelazny

WINDHAVEN

with Lisa Tuttle

“The pace never slackens, shifting easily from moments of almost unbearable

tension to others of sheer poetry and exhilaration. Martin and Tuttle make

wonderful professional music together.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“Twenty years after the first publication of this novel, it still stands the test of

time.” —Talebones

“Windhaven is a powerful flight of the imagination, a tale well-told . . . an

entirely enjoyable reading experience, wrought by a pair of writers noted for

excellence.” —Roger Zelazny

“I didn’t mean to stay up all night to finish Windhaven but I had to!”



—Anne McCaffrey

“Told with a true storyteller’s voice: clear, singing, persuasive, and

wonderfully moving. They have made a mythic land and peopled it with

unforgettable characters. It is a book for adults and children who have dreamed

of flying with their own wings, and for story listeners of all ages for whom

dreams are as potent as realities. A truly wonderful book.” —Jane Yolen

“It’s a romance. It’s science fantasy. It’s beautiful.”—A. E. van Vogt

“A beautiful and moving book. It carries the reader through a fascinating

society and through the life of a courageous, memorable woman. . . . I’m sure

this will be a big awards contender; it certainly deserves to be.” —Joan D. Vinge

And for A Song of Ice and Fire

A GAME OF THRONES

“Reminiscent of T. H. White’s The Once and Future King, this novel is an

absorbing combination of the mythic, the sweepingly historical, and the

intensely personal.” —Chicago Sun-Times

“I always expect the best from George R. R. Martin, and he always delivers. A

Game of Thrones grabs hold and won’t let go. It’s brilliant.” 

—Robert Jordan

“Such a splendid tale and such a fantistorical! I read my eyes out.”

—Anne McCaffrey

“Martin makes a triumphant return to high fantasy. . . . [His] trophy case is

already stuffed with major prizes, including Hugos, Nebulas, Locus Awards and a

Bram Stoker. He’s probably going to have to add another shelf, at least.” —

Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A vast, rich saga, with splendid characters and an intricate plot flawlessly

articulated against a backdrop of real depth and texture.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The keen and complex human characters and the convincing force of their

surroundings operate as magic . . . setting George R. R. Martin’s first fantasy

epic well above the norms of the genre.” —Locus

“It is perhaps the best of the epic fantasies—readable and realistic.”

—Marion Zimmer Bradley

“The major fantasy of the decade . . . compulsively readable.”

—Denver Post



“George R. R. Martin is one of our very best science fiction writers, and this is

one of his very best books.” —Raymond E. Feist

“We have been invited to a grand feast and pageant: George R. R. Martin has

unveiled for us an intensely realized, romantic but realistic world. . . . If the next

two volumes are as good as this one, it will be a wonderful feast indeed.” —

Chicago Sun-Times

“I would be very surprised if this is not the major fantasy publishing event of

1996, and I’m already impatient for the next installment.”

—Science Fiction Chronicle

“A colorful, majestic tapestry of characters, action and plot that deserves a

spot on any reader’s wall . . . The pages seem to pass in a blur as you read.” —

Albuquerque Journal

“George Martin is assuredly a new master craftsman in the guildof heroic

fantasy.” —Katharine Kerr

“A Game of Thrones offers the rich tapestry that the very best fantasy

demands: iron and steel within the silk, grandeur within the wonder, and

characters torn between deep love and loyalty. Few created worlds are as

imaginative and diverse. George R. R. Martin is to be applauded.”

—Janny Wurts

“A dazzling fantasy adventure . . . with a great cast of characters that weave a

tapestry of court intrigue, skullduggery, vicious betrayal and greathearted

sacrifice.” —Julian May

“Terrific, incredibly powerful, with phenomenal characterizations and exquisite

writing.” —Teresa Medeiros

“The characterization was superb, the story vivid and heartbreaking. . . .

When is the next one coming out?” —Linda Howard

A CLASH OF KINGS

“A truly epic fantasy set in a world bedecked with 8,000 years of history,

beset by an imminent winter that will last ten years and bedazzled by swords

and spells wielded to devastating effect . . . Here he provides a banquet for

fantasy lovers with large appetites.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Martin amply fulfills the first volume’s promise and continues what seems

destined to be one of the best fantasy series ever written.”



—Denver Post

“High fantasy with a vengeance.” —San Diego Union-Tribune

“Rivals T. H. White’s The Once and Future King.”

—Des Moines Register

“So complex, fascinating and well-rendered, readers will almost certainly be

hooked by the whole series.” —Oregonian

“The richness of this invented world and its cultures lends Mr. Martin’s novels

the feeling of medieval history rather than fiction—except, of course, that he

knows how to entertain.” —Dallas Morning News

A STORM OF SWORDS

“One of the more rewarding examples of gigantism in contemporary fantasy .

. . richly imagined.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“George R. R. Martin continues to take epic fantasy to new levels of insight

and sophistication, resonant with the turmoils and stress of the world we call our

own.” —Locus

“Martin creates a gorgeously and intricately textured world, peopled with

absolutely believable and fascinating characters.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer

“High fantasy doesn’t get any better than this.” —Oregonian

“A riveting continuation of a series whose brilliance continues to dazzle.” —

Patriot News

“Enough grit and action to please even the most macho . . . a page-turner.” —

Dallas Morning News

“The latest and the best in a powerful . . . cycle that delivers real people and

a page-turning plot.” —Contra Costa Times

“Like a cross between a complicated game of chess, a quirky Stephen King

tale and Braveheart, Martin’s epic advances his series with gritty

characterizations, bold plot moves and plenty of action.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“The third volume of what is shaping up to be one of the major fantasy works

of all time . . . even the minor characters are realistic and engaging. . . . This is

one of the major fantasy events of the year, and the series as a whole is likely to



achieve the same status as the works of Caball, Tolkien and Eddison. If you are a

fantasy fan and you’re not reading Martin, you’re cheating yourself of some of

the best the field has to offer.”

—Science Fiction Chronicle

“Martin’s magnum opus is a powerful and stunning achievement. 

Don’t miss it.” —SciFi.com
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Beyond the window, water slapped against the pilings of the

wooden sidewalk along the canal. Dirk t’Larien looked up

and saw a low black barge drift slowly past in the moonlight.

A solitary figure stood at the stern, leaning on a thin dark

pole. Everything was etched quite clearly, for Braque’s

moon was riding overhead, big as a fist and very bright.

Behind it was a stillness and a smoky darkness, an

unmoving curtain that hid the farther stars. A cloud of dust

and gas, he thought. The Tempter’s Veil.

The beginning came long after the end: a whisperjewel.

It was wrapped in layers of silver foil and soft dark velvet,

just as he had given it to her years before. He undid its

package that night, sitting by the window of his room that

overlooked the wide scummy canal where merchants poled

fruit barges endlessly up and down. The gem was just as

Dirk recalled it: a deep red, laced with thin black lines,

shaped like a tear. He remembered the day the esper had

cut it for them, back on Avalon.

After a long time he touched it.

It was smooth and very cold against the tip of his finger,

and deep within his brain it whispered. Memories and

promises that he had not forgotten.

He was here on Braque for no particular reason, and he

never knew how they found him. But they did, and Dirk

t’Larien got his jewel back.

“Gwen,” he said quietly, all to himself, just to shape the

word again and feel the familiar warmth on his tongue. His

Jenny, his Guinevere, mistress of abandoned dreams.



It had been seven standard years, he thought, while his

finger stroked the cold, cold jewel. But it felt like seven

lifetimes. And everything was over. What could she want of

him now? The man who had loved her, that other Dirk

t’Larien, that maker-of-promises and giver-of-jewels, was a

dead man.

Dirk lifted his hand to brush a spray of gray-brown hair

back out of his eyes. And suddenly, not meaning to, he

remembered how Gwen would brush his hair away

whenever she meant to kiss him.

He felt very tired then, and very lost. His carefully

nurtured cynicism trembled, and a weight fell upon his

shoulders, a ghost weight, the heaviness of the person he

had been once and no longer was. He had indeed changed

over the years, and he had called it growing wise, but now

all that wisdom abruptly seemed to sour. His wandering

thoughts lingered on all the promises he had broken, the

dreams he had postponed and then mislaid, the ideals

compromised, the shining future lost to tedium and rot.

Why did she make him remember? Too much time had

passed, too much had happened to him—probably to both

of them. Besides, he had never really meant for her to use

the whisperjewel. It had been a stupid gesture, the

adolescent posturing of a young romantic. No reasonable

adult would hold him to such an absurd pledge. He could not

go, of course. He had hardly had time to see Braque yet, he

had his own life, he had important things to do. After all this

time, Gwen could not possibly expect him to ship off to the

outworlds.

Resentful, he reached out and took the jewel in his palm,

and his fist closed hard around the smallness of it. He would

toss it through the window, he decided, out into the dark



waters of the canal, out and away with everything that it

meant. But once within his fist, the gem was an ice inferno,

and the memories were knives.

. . . because she needs you, the jewel whispered. Because

you promised.

His hand did not move. His fist stayed closed. The cold

against his palm passed beyond pain, into numbness.

That other Dirk, the younger one, Gwen’s Dirk. He had

promised. But so had she, he remembered. Long ago on

Avalon. The old esper, a wizened Emereli with a very minor

Talent and red-gold hair, had cut two jewels. He had read

Dirk t’Larien, had felt all the love Dirk had for his Jenny, and

then had put as much of that into the gem as his poor

psionic powers allowed him to. Later, he had done the same

for Gwen. Then they had traded jewels.

It had been his idea. It may not always be so, he had told

her, quoting an ancient poem. So they had promised, both

of them: Send this memory, and I will come. No matter

where I am, or when, or what has passed between us. I will

come, and there will be no questions.

But it was a shattered promise. Six months after she had

left him, Dirk had sent her the jewel. She had not come.

After that, he could never have expected her to invoke his

promise. Yet now she had.

Did she really expect him to come?

And he knew, with sadness, that the man he had been

back then, that man would come to her, no matter what, no

matter how much he might hate her—or love her. But that

fool was long buried. Time and Gwen had killed him.



But he still listened to the jewel and felt his old feelings

and his new weariness. And finally he looked up and

thought, Well, perhaps it is not too late after all.

         

There are many ways to move between the stars, and some

of them are faster than light and some are not, and all of

them are slow. It takes most of a man’s lifetime to ship from

one end of the manrealm to the other, and the manrealm—

the scattered worlds of humanity and the greater emptiness

in between—is the very smallest part of the galaxy. But

Braque was close to the Veil, and the outworlds beyond, and

there was some trade back and forth, so Dirk could find a

ship.

It was named the Shuddering of Forgotten Enemies, and it

went from Braque to Tara and then through the Veil to

Wolfheim and then to Kimdiss and finally to Worlorn, and the

voyage, even by FTL drive, took more than three months

standard. After Worlorn, Dirk knew, the Shuddering would

move on, to High Kavalaan and ai-Emerel and the Last

Stars, before it turned and began to retrace its tedious

route.

The spacefield had been built to handle twenty ships a

day; now it handled perhaps one a month. The greater part

of it was shut, dark, abandoned. The Shuddering set down in

the middle of a small portion that still functioned, dwarfing a

nearby cluster of private ships and a partially dismantled

Toberian freighter.

A section of the vast terminal, automated and yet lifeless,

was still brightly lit, but Dirk moved through it quickly, out



into the night, an empty outworld night that cried for want

of stars. They were there, waiting for him, just beyond the

main doors, more or less as he had expected. The captain of

the Shuddering had lasered on ahead as soon as the ship

emerged from drive into normal space.

Gwen Delvano had come to meet him, then, as he had

asked her to. But she had not come alone. Gwen and the

man she had brought with her were talking to each other in

low, careful voices when he emerged from the terminal.

Dirk stopped just past the door, smiled as easily as he

could manage, and dropped the single light bag he carried:

“Hey,” he said softly. “I hear there’s a Festival going on.”

She had turned at the sound of his voice, and now she

laughed, a so-well-remembered laugh. “No,” she said.

“You’re about ten years too late.”

Dirk scowled and shook his head. “Hell,” he said. Then he

smiled again, and she came to him, and they embraced. The

other man, the stranger, stood and watched without a trace

of self-consciousness.

It was a short hug. No sooner had Dirk wrapped his arms

about her than Gwen pulled back. After the break they stood

very close, and each looked to see what the years had done.

She was older but much the same, and what changes he

saw were probably only defects in his memory. Her wide

green eyes were not quite as wide or green as he

remembered them, and she was a little taller than he

recalled and perhaps a bit heavier. But she was close

enough; she smiled the same way, and her hair was the

same; fine and dark, falling past her shoulders in a

shimmering stream blacker than an outworld night. She

wore a white turtleneck pullover and belted pants of sturdy



chameleon cloth, faded to night-black now, and a thick

headband, as she had liked to dress on Avalon. Now she

wore a bracelet too, and that was new. Or perhaps the

proper word was armlet. It was a massive thing, cool silver

set with jade, that covered half her left forearm. The sleeve

of her pullover was rolled back to display it.

“You’re thinner, Dirk,” she said.

He shrugged and thrust his hands into his jacket pockets.

“Yes,” he said. In truth, he was almost gaunt, though still a

little round-shouldered from slouching too much. The years

had aged him in other ways as well; now his hair had more

gray than brown, when once it had been the other way

around, and he wore it nearly as long as Gwen, though his

was a mass of curls and tangles.

“A long time,” Gwen said.

“Seven years, standard,” he replied nodding. “I didn’t

think that . . .”

The other man, the waiting stranger, coughed then, as if

to remind them that they were not alone. Dirk glanced up,

and Gwen turned. The man came forward and bowed

politely. Short and chubby and very blond—his hair looked

almost white—he wore a brightly colored silkeen suit, all

green and yellow, and a tiny black knit cap that stayed in

place despite his bow.

“Arkin Ruark,” he said to Dirk.

“Dirk t’Larien.”

“Arkin is working with me on the project,” Gwen said.

“Project?”



She blinked. “Don’t you even know why I’m here?”

He didn’t. The whisperjewel had been sent from Worlorn,

so he had known not much else than where to find her.

“You’re an ecologist,” he said. “On Avalon . . .”

“Yes. At the Institute. A long time ago. I finished there, got

my credentials, and I’ve been on High Kavalaan since. Until I

was sent here.”

“Gwen is with the Ironjade Gathering,” Ruark said. He had

a small, tight smile on his face. “Me, I’m representing Impril

City Academy. Kimdiss. You know?”

Dirk nodded. Ruark was a Kimdissi then, an outworlder,

from one of their universities.

“Impril and Ironjade, well, after the same thing, you know?

Research on ecological interaction on Worlorn. Never really

done properly during the Festival, the outworlds not being

so strong on ecology, none of them. A science ai-forgotten,

as the Emereli say. But that’s the project. Gwen and I knew

each other from before, so we thought, well, here for the

same reason, so it is good sense to work together and learn

what we can learn.”

“I suppose,” Dirk said. He was not really overly interested

in the project just then. He wanted to talk to Gwen. He

looked at her. “You’ll have to tell me all about it later. When

we talk. I imagine you want to talk.”

She gave him an odd look. “Yes, of course. We do have a

lot to talk about.”

He picked up his bag. “Where to?” he asked. “I could

probably do with a bath and some food.”



Gwen exchanged glances with Ruark. “Arkin and I were

just talking about that. He can put you up. We’re in the

same building. Only a few floors apart.”

Ruark nodded. “Gladly, gladly. Pleasure in doing for

friends, and both of us are friend to Gwen, are we not?”

“Uh,” said Dirk. “I thought, somehow, that I would stay

with you, Gwen.”

She could not look at him for a time. She looked at Ruark,

at the ground, at the black night sky, before her eyes finally

found his. “Perhaps,” she said, not smiling now, her voice

careful. “But not right now. I don’t think it would be best, not

immediately. But we’ll go home, of course. We have a car.”

“This way,” Ruark put in, before Dirk could frame his

words. Something was very strange. He had played through

the reunion scene a hundred times on board the Shuddering

during the months of his voyage, and sometimes he had

imagined it tender and loving, and sometimes it had been

an angry confrontation, and often it had been tearful—but it

had never been quite like this, awkward and at odd angles,

with a stranger present throughout it all. He began to

wonder exactly who Arkin Ruark was, and whether his

relationship with Gwen was quite what they said it was. But

then, they had hardly said anything. Without knowing what

to say or to think, he shrugged and followed as they led him

to their aircar.

The walk was quite short. The car, when they reached it,

took Dirk aback. He had seen a lot of different types of

aircars in his travels, but none quite like this one; huge and

steel-gray, with curved and muscled triangular wings, it

looked almost alive, like a great aerial manta ray fashioned

in metal. A small cockpit with four seats was set between



the wings, and beneath the wingtips he glimpsed ominous

rods.

He looked at Gwen and pointed. “Are those lasers?”

She nodded, smiling just a little.

“What the hell are you flying?” Dirk asked. “It looks like a

war machine. Are we going to be assaulted by Hrangans? I

haven’t seen anything like that since we toured the Institute

museums back on Avalon.”

Gwen laughed, took his bag from him, and tossed it into

the back seat. “Get in,” she told him. “It is a perfectly fine

aircar of High Kavalaan manufacture. They’ve only recently

started turning out their own. It’s supposed to look like an

animal, the black banshee. A flying predator, also the

brother-beast of the Ironjade Gathering. Very big in their

folklore, sort of a totem.”

She climbed in, behind the stick, and Ruark followed a bit

awkwardly, vaulting over the armored wing into the back.

Dirk did not move. “But it has lasers!” he insisted.

Gwen sighed. “They’re not charged, and never have been.

Every car built on High Kavalaan has weapons of some sort.

The culture demands it. And I don’t mean just Ironjade’s.

Redsteel, Braith, and the Shanagate Holding are all the

same.”

Dirk walked around the car and climbed in next to Gwen,

but his face was blank. “What?”

“Those are the four Kavalar holdfast-coalitions,” she

explained. “Think of them as small nations, or big families.

They’re a little of both.”



“But why the lasers?”

“High Kavalaan is a violent planet,” Gwen replied.

Ruark gave a snort of laughter. “Ah, Gwen,” he said. “That

is utter wrong, utter!”

“Wrong?” she snapped.

“Very,” Ruark said. “Yes, utter, because you are close to

truth, half and not everything, worst lie of all.”

Dirk turned in his seat to look back at the chubby blond

Kimdissi. “What?”

“High Kavalaan was a violent planet, truth. But now, truth

is, the violence is the Kavalars. Hostile folk, each and every

among them, xenophobes often, racists. Proud and jealous.

With their highwars and their code duello, yes, and that is

why Kavalar cars have guns. To fight with, in the air! I warn

you, t’Larien—”

“Arkin!” Gwen said between her teeth, and Dirk started at

the edged malice in her tone. She threw on the gravity grid

suddenly, touched the stick, and the aircar wrenched

forward and left the ground with a whine of protest, rising

rapidly. The port below them was bright with light where the

Shuddering of Forgotten Enemies stood among the lesser

starships, shadowy everywhere else. Around it was darkness

to the unseen horizon where black ground blended with

blacker sky. Only a thin powder of stars lit the night above.

This was the Fringe, with intergalactic space above and the

dusky curtain of the Tempter’s Veil below, and the world

seemed lonelier than Dirk had ever imagined.
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It was not one of Sandy Blair’s all-time great days. His agent

had picked up the lunch tab, to be sure, but that only

partially made up for the way he’d gotten on Sandy’s case

about the novel deadline. The subway was full of yahoos

and it seemed to take forever to get him back to Brooklyn.

The three-block walk to the brownstone he called home

seemed longer and colder than usual. He felt in dire need of

a beer by the time he got there. He pulled one from the

fridge, opened it, and ascended wearily to his third-floor

office to face the stack of blank paper he was supposedly

turning into a book. Once again, the elves had failed to

knock off any chapters in his absence; page thirty-seven

was still in his typewriter. You just couldn’t get good elves

anymore, Sandy thought morosely. He stared at the words

with distaste, took a swig from the bottle in his hand, and

looked around for a distraction.

That was when he noticed the red light on his message

machine, and found that Jared Patterson had phoned.

Actually it had been Jared’s secretary who made the call,

which Sandy found amusing; even after seven years, and

everything that had happened, Patterson was still a bit

nervous about him. “Jared Patterson would like Mister Blair

to contact him as soon as possible, in connection with an

assignment,” said the pleasant professional voice. Sandy

listened to her twice before erasing the tape. “Jared

Patterson,” he said to himself, bemused. The name evoked

a hell of a lot of memories.

Sandy knew that he really ought to ignore Patterson’s

message. The sonofabitch deserved no more. That was

hopeless, though; he was already too curious. He picked up

the phone and dialed, mildly astonished to discover that he

still remembered the number, after seven years. A secretary

picked up. “Hedgehog,” she said. “Mister Patterson’s office.”



“This is Sander Blair,” Sandy said. “Jared phoned me. Tell

the poltroon that I’m returning his call.”

“Yes, Mister Blair. Mister Patterson left instructions to put

you through at once. Please hold.”

A moment later, Patterson’s familiar mock-hearty voice

was ringing in Sandy’s ear. “Sandy! It’s great to hear ya,

really it is. Long time, old man. How’s it hanging?”

“Cut the shit, Jared,” Sandy said sharply. “You’re no

happier to hear from me than I was to hear from you. What

the hell do you want? And keep it short, I’m a busy man.”

Patterson chuckled. “Is that any way to talk to an old

friend? Still no social graces, I see. All right then, however

you want it. I wantcha to do a story for Hedgehog, how’s

that for straight?”

“Go suck a lemon,” Sandy said. “Why the hell should I

write for you? You fired me, you asshole.”

“Bitter, bitter,” Jared chided. “That was seven years ago,

Sandy. I hardly remember it now.”

“That’s funny. I remember it real well. I’d lost it, you said. I

was out of touch with what was happening, you said. I was

too old to edit for the youth audience, you said. I was taking

the Hog down the tubes, you said. Like shit. I was the one

who made that paper, and you damn well know it.”

“Never denied it,” Jared Patterson said breezily. “But times

changed, and you didn’t. If I’d kept you on, we’d have gone

down with the Freep and the Barb and all the rest. All that

counterculture stuff had to go. I mean, who needed it? All

that politics, reviewers who hated the hot new trends in

music, the drug stories . . . it just didn’t cut it, y’know?” He



sighed. “Look, I didn’t call to hash over ancient history. I was

hoping you’d have more perspective by now. Hell, Sandy,

firing you hurt me more than it did you.”

“Oh, sure,” Sandy said. “You sold out to a chain and got a

nice cushy salaried job as publisher while you were firing

three-quarters of your staff. You must be in such pain.” He

snorted. “Jared, you’re still an asshole. We built that paper

together, as a communal sort of thing. It wasn’t yours to

sell.”

“Hey, communes were all well and good back when we

were young, but you seem to forget that it was my money

kept the whole show afloat.”

“Your money and our talent.”

“God, you haven’t changed a bit, have you?” Jared said.

“Well, think what you like, but our circulation is three times

what it was when you were editor, and our ad revenues are

out of sight. Hedgehog has class now. We got nominated for

real journalism awards. Have you seen us lately?”

“Sure,” said Sandy. “Great stuff. Restaurant reviews.

Profiles of movie stars. Suzanne Somers on the cover, for

God’s sake. Consumer reports on video games. A dating

service for lonely singles. What is it you call yourself now?

The Newspaper of Alternative Lifestyles?”

“We changed that, dropped the ‘alternative’ part. It’s just

Lifestyles now. Between the two H’s in the logo.”

“Jesus,” Sandy said. “Your music editor has green hair!”

“He’s got a real deep understanding of pop music,” Jared

said defensively. “And stop shouting at me. You’re always



shouting at me. I’m starting to regret calling you, y’know. Do

you want to talk about this assignment or not?”

“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn. Why do you think I

need your assignment?”

“No one said you did. I’m not out of it, I know you’ve been

doing well. How many novels have you published? Four?”

“Three,” Sandy corrected.

“Hedgehog’s run reviews of every one of them too. You

oughtta be grateful. Firing you was the best thing I could

have done for you. You were always a better writer than you

were an editor.”

“Oh, thank you, massa, thank you. I’s ever so thankful. I

owes it all to you.”

“You could at least be civil,” Jared said. “Look, you don’t

need us and we don’t need you, but I thought it would be

nice to work together again, just for old time’s sake. Admit

it, it’d be a kick to have your byline in the old Hog again,

wouldn’t it? And we pay better than we used to.”

“I’m not hurting for money.”

“Who said you were? I know all about you. Three novels

and a brownstone and a sports car. What is it, a Porsche or

something?”

“A Mazda RX-7,” Sandy said curtly.

“Yeah, and you live with a realtor, so don’t lecture me

about selling out, Sandy old boy.”



“What do you want, Jared?” Sandy said, stung. “I’m

getting tired of sparring.”

“We’ve got a story that would be perfect for you. We want

to play it up big, too, and I thought maybe you’d be

interested. It’s a murder.”

“What are you doing now, Jared, trying to turn the Hog

into True Detective? Forget it, Jared, I don’t do crime shit.”

“Jamie Lynch was the guy that got himself murdered.”

The name of the victim brought Sandy up short, and a

wisecrack died in his mouth. “The promoter?”

“None other.”

Sandy sat back, took a swig of beer, and mulled on that.

Lynch had been out of the news for years, a has-been even

before Sandy was fired from the Hog, but in his day he had

been an important man in the rock subculture. It could be

an interesting story. Lynch had always been surrounded by

controversy. He’d worn two hats: promoter and manager. As

a promoter, he’d organized some of the biggest tours and

concerts of his day. He’d ensured their success by booking

in the bands he controlled as manager, and by denying

those bands to rival concerts. With hot talent like American

Taco, the Fevre River Packet Company, and the Nazgûl

under his thumb, he’d been a man to reckon with. At least

up until 1971, when the disaster at West Mesa, the breakup

of the Nazgûl, and a couple of drug busts started him on the

long slide down. “What happened to him?” Sandy asked.

“It’s pretty kinky,” Jared said. “Somebody busted into his

place up in Maine, dragged him into his office, and offed him

there. They tied him to his desk, and, like, sacrificed him.

Cut his heart out. He had one after all. Remember the old



jokes? Ah, never mind. Anyhow, the whole scene was kind of

grotesque. Mansonesque, y’know? Well, that made me think

of the series you did back around the time that Sharon Tate

got offed, you know, that investigation of . . . what did you

call it?”

“The dark side of counterculture,” Sandy said dryly. “We

won awards for that series, Jared.”

“Yeah, right. I remembered it was good. So I thought of

you. This is right up your alley. Real Sixties, y’know? What

we’re thinking of is a long meaty piece, like those in-depth

things you used to go for. We’ll use the murder as a news

peg, see, and you could investigate it a bit, see maybe if

you could kick up something the police miss, y’know, but

mostly use it as a springboard for a sort of retrospective on

Jamie Lynch and his promotions, all his groups and his

concerts and his times and like that. Maybe you could look

up some of the guys from his old groups, the Fevre River

gang and the Nazgûl and all, interview ’em and work in

some where-are-they-now kind of stuff. It would be sort of a

nostalgia piece, I figure.”

“Your readership thinks the Beatles were the band Paul

McCartney was with before he got Wings,” Sandy said.

“They won’t even know who Jamie Lynch was, for

Crissakes.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. We still have lots of our old

readers. The kind of feature I see on this Lynch business will

be real popular. Now, can you write it or not?”

“Of course I can write it. The question is, why should I?”

“We’ll pay expenses, and our top rate. That ain’t nothing

to sneeze at, either. You won’t have to sell the paper on

street-corners afterward. We’re beyond that.”



“Terrific,” Sandy said. He wanted to tell Jared to go get

stuffed, but much as he hated to admit it, the assignment

had a certain perverse attractiveness. It would be nice to be

in the Hog again. The paper was his baby, after all; it had

turned into a pretty wayward and superficial kid, but it was

his, nonetheless, and still had a lingering hold on his

loyalties. Besides, if he did this Lynch piece, it would help

restore some of the old Hog quality, if only for an instant. If

he passed, someone else would write the article, and it

would be more trash. “I tell you what,” Sandy said. “You

guarantee me that I’ll get cover billing with this, and you put

it in writing that the piece will be printed just the way I write

it, not one word changed, no cuts, nothing, and maybe I’ll

consider it.”

“Sandy, you want it, you got it. I wouldn’t think of messing

around with your stuff. Can you have the piece in by

Tuesday?”

Sandy laughed raucously. “Shit, no. In-depth, you said. I

want as much time as I need on this. Maybe I’ll have it in

within a month. Maybe not.”

“The news peg will go stale,” Jared whined.

“So what? A short piece in your news section will do for

now. If I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it right. Those

are the conditions, take ’em or leave ’em.”

“Anybody but you, I’d tell ’em to get shoved,” Patterson

replied. “But hell, why not? We go way back. You got it,

Sandy.”

“My agent will call and get everything in writing.”

“Hey!” Jared said. “After all we been through, you want

things in writing? How many times did I bail you out of jail?



How many times did we share a joint?”

“Lots,” Sandy said. “Only they were always my joints, as I

recall. Jared, seven years ago, you gave me three hours’

notice and bus fare in lieu of severance pay. So this time

we’ll get a written contract. My agent will call.” He hung up

before Patterson had a chance to argue, turned on the

answering machine to catch any attempted call-backs, and

leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head and

a faintly bemused smile on his face. He wondered just what

the hell he was getting himself into this time.



FEVRE DREAM

A Bantam Spectra Book

Published by

Bantam Dell

A Division of Random House, Inc.

New York, New York

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the

product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales 

is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved

Copyright © 1982 by George R. R. Martin

Cover image of porch copyright © 2004 by Johner/Photonica

Cover image of nude copyright © 2004 by Alain Daussin/Getty Images

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 82-7711

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any

means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any

information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the

publisher, except where permitted by law.

Bantam Books, the rooster colophon, Spectra, and the portrayal of 

a boxed “s” are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Visit our website at www.bantamdell.com

http://www.bantamdell.com/


eISBN: 978-0-553-90098-9

v3.0


	Title Page
	Dedication
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27
	Chapter 28
	Chapter 29
	Chapter 30
	Chapter 31
	Chapter 32
	Chapter 33
	Chapter 34
	Epilogue
	About the Author
	Also by George R. R. Martin
	Praise for George R. R. Martin
	Excerpt from Dying of the Light
	Excerpt from The Armageddon Rag
	Copyright Page

