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Introduction

P. C. CAST

 



 




Oh boy, here I go, introducing another vampire anthology. How could I be involved with another group of vamp stories? I mean, they say readers are oversaturated, inundated, sick of, done with, and basically just all around bored with everything vampire. Come on, isn’t it time vampires went back into their coffins?

Ugh.

Don’t you hate it when “they” try to tell you what you should or shouldn’t like? As I’m writing this introduction, I’m also outlining an essay due to release during the ALA’s Banned Books Week. It keeps striking me as sublimely ironic that I’m preparing to write about enjoying freedom from censorship in one essay and in another I’m having to justify why a bunch of us are still reading what we want to read.

If you’ve bought this collection you either aren’t sick of the “vampire craze,” or you don’t know what the hell  I’m talking about—you bought this ’cause the cover is cute and you thought this thing by P.C. Cast might be about the House of Night, so now you’re confused and annoyed. If the latter is the case, sorry. This isn’t a HoN story, but there are six other kick-ass stories collected here. So go on about your business, skip the rest of my intro, and happy reading.

For the rest of us I have several things to say about “the vampire!” (please insert Andrew’s voice from Buffy, season 7) and the hoopla about how “OMG, this whole vampire obsession is just insane; there are vampires/vampyres everywhere!” First, I don’t think saying the market is oversaturated with vampire stories is very accurate. Can we please keep in mind that there are really only three things to write about: man vs. man, man vs. nature, and man vs. himself. (Three things. For all the books ever written. There’s some oversaturation right there!) Saying there are too many vampire novels is like saying there are too many cars. Yeah, there may be quite a few rather large and sometimes gas-guzzling cars on the road right now, but what are they actually doing? It’s simple. They’re getting us from point A to point B, and that’s something we always need. The type of vehicle, or genre, is only the wrapper. It’s the ability to take us someplace that counts. Authors, readers, and critics need to stop stressing about fangs, garlic, blood lust, and pale skin and look under the hood for what matters: the writing. Did the story make you feel, wonder, hope? Did it leave you gasping, shaking, crying, laughing? Shouldn’t that be what matters, and not the label under which the story’s shelved?  And speaking of labels—they have always bothered me. When I taught high school I used to encourage teenage boys to read at least one good romance, something wonderful chosen from a bevy of talented authors like LaVyrle Spencer, Laura Kinsale, Diana Gabaldon, and Nora Roberts, to name just a few. Would it surprise you to know that every single young man who gave it a go, stepped outside his genre comfort zone, and read one of those books loved it? And subsequently read more and more. (I suspect they became better men for it, too—you are welcome, young ladies who married my ex-students.) So, really, I’ve been fighting the general annoyance of genres and the needless labeling they create for years. Can’t we just not care where the darn book is shelved?

Anyway, I don’t really get all the angst about oversaturation of the market and the oh-no-not-another-vampire-story attitude we’re seeing bantered about on blogs that like to pretend to be “clever,” “literary,” and “snarky.” Yawn. Right now I’m reading the latest in Kresley Cole’s Immortals After Dark series. Uh, there are vampires in it. Again. There is also a great story carried by wonderful characters in unusual settings. Am I reading it because vampires happen to be a part of that? Nope. I’m reading it because Kresley knows how to tell a good story. Period.

And another thing: All of you readers who seriously heart vampires and are also aspiring authors, but are depressed and despondent because you really, really want to write a vampire story but have been told it’s impossible to get one published because of “market oversaturation”? I say thumb  your noses at “them”! Writing what you love is usually a very good idea. Go ahead and make your character a vampire if it rings your bell. That won’t stop you from being published, not if that vampire character makes your reader feel, wonder, and hope and the story you’re telling is compelling, your fantasy world vibrant, rich, and believable.

So, how does that happen? What makes us empathize with characters? What makes us laugh, cry, cringe, and worry with them? How are plots created that keep us up at night way past our bedtimes, and why do we sometimes feel like we’re walking around all the next day in that special book world—whether that world is inhabited by vampires or not?

Well, sometimes it’s as simple as setting a story during a compelling time of history, like Claudia Gray does in setting “Bloodshed” during WWII, where her characters grapple with trying to seek love and redemption, or in the case of Gray’s heroine, Patrice, “maybe it was her own humanity she sought.” Patrice’s struggle made me care about her.

I also cared about Jack in Lili St. Crow’s dark and disturbing “Say Yes.” His perfection was absorbing and, vampire or not, I saw through the heroine’s eyes and understood with her that “He was too real. Everything else was paper and plastic, and he was something else. It was like a hole in the world where something behind it was peeking through.” Seriously—I would have said “yes” in less than a dead heartbeat.

Sometimes an author merges the familiar with her own unique vision and creates magic. That’s what Nancy Holder does in “Letters to Romeo.” Who doesn’t want to revisit the  tragedy of that love story and believe that our Romeo could—would—fight to live and then wait centuries for our return, the way this Romeo does for Juliet? In my heart I felt Romeo’s “unrelenting loneliness. How did one still hope, after the first century, the second? What if he hadn’t grabbed onto life and wrestled it from the catacombs? What if she had come back, and not found him waiting ...” I want my Romeo, and I want him to wait for me for-friggin’-ever if he has to!

Then, after the bitter sweetness of star-crossed lovers and fortune’s fool, Heather Brewer works her own heart-pounding version of the same familiar-but-not magic in “The Other Side,” drawing us into Tarrah’s horror as she teaches us about real monsters and madness:
Terror painted her insides, but she forced herself to remain calm. Her hands slid along the pole, feeling, hoping that she’d be able to either yank or lift her way free, but her explorations found nothing but metal . . . that is, until they met with flesh. Someone else’s flesh.





Yep, Ms. Brewer made me care, surprised me, and scared the bejeezus out of me.

I ached with Rachel Caine’s Eve and Michael while they fought to discover the truth behind true love and loyalty in “Drama Queen’s Last Dance.” With them we find out “love is rarely that simple . . . or that painless.” We know what Oliver means, not because he’s a vampire but because Ms. Caine makes us feel it.

Finally, the brilliant Jeri Smith-Ready hits a homerun in “Thief” with Cass and Liam, and a relationship that transcends genre to get to the soul of all that is good and right in love, no matter the outside shell. Actually, Cass sums it up to Liam better than I when she finds out her fiancé is going to end up in a wheelchair:
“You’ve always been the most beautiful boy I’ve ever known. You always will be. Okay?”

His gaze slid off me, like he couldn’t bear the truth in my eyes. “You mean on the inside, right?”

“No!” I took his face in my hands and pressed my forehead to his. “You got any idea how late I lie awake at night, remembering every little inch of your face?” My fingertips traced his cheekbones. “I play back every kiss in my head in slow motion, again and again until I know I’ll never forget it.”





Curl up, all you vamp lovers, and prepare to experience  more than a genre label. Prepare to enjoy a selection of good writing, fascinating characters, and excellent stories. But you’re not surprised, are you? After all, you and I are in on the secret to a great read. We know it’s more about heart than fangs, even if they do both deal with blood . . .
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The air in the USO canteen was hazy with cigarette smoke, thick with longing. It would’ve been hard to say who was more easily enchanted by romance in this place. Maybe it was the young men going off to war, desperate for comfort and perhaps for someone to fight for. Or perhaps it was the young women, “junior hostesses” as the USO called them, who were supposed to drink and dance with them but never, ever to fall in love. Sometimes Patrice thought that rule only existed so that infatuations would also have the rich glamor of the forbidden; any kiss was sweeter in secret.

Patrice could have sneered at the naivety of the young people around her, if she wasn’t the most bewitched of them all.

She glanced in the mirror for the fourth time that hour. Her reflection was slightly translucent, but any observer would probably think it was a trick of the smoke. These 1940s fashions suited her, Patrice thought: her white dress had navy piping and a matching belt that showed off her narrow waist. Bright red lipstick played up her smile, and her hair was curled up into a complicated twist. Appearance was important to her—always had been, always would be—but tonight she was even more particular than usual.

Once more, she glanced toward the door of the canteen—and just as the band swung into “The Nearness of You,” Charlie walked in wearing his crisp army uniform. The smile that lit her up from within was soon matched by his own. They walked toward each other as though it were casual; the senior hostesses, middle-aged matrons who oversaw the USO canteen, would be shocked if Patrice did what she really wanted to do and ran immediately into his arms.

“There you are,” she said as they took each other’s hands. It was as much of a touch as they dared in public, and the warmth of his skin coursed through her like a pulse. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“You know I got here as soon as I could.” How she loved his deep, rumbling voice. “Nothing in this world could keep me away from you for long.”

“Come on, then.” Patrice put her fists on her hips, mock-angry. “You’ve kept me waiting to dance long enough.”

By the time the band moved on to “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” Charlie and Patrice had joined the crush on the dance floor. Girls with orchids in their Veronica Lake hair danced with soldiers, sailors, any man in uniform who could get into the USO canteen. Although there were still a few glances in Charlie and Patrice’s direction, she was pleased to see that the novelty of black girls in the USO was apparently starting to fade. Black soldiers had always been able to come to the canteen—but at first, the USO hadn’t seen fit to allow black girls in to dance with them. Dancing with white girls would probably have caused a race riot. So the black women of Boston had banded together and fought for the right to help entertain the soldiers before they shipped off to Europe or the South Pacific.

There weren’t many other black couples on the dance floor—but Charlie and Patrice weren’t alone, and to her astonishment, she thought they were almost accepted there. Which was the least the soldiers deserved, in her opinion; if black soldiers were good enough to fight and die for their country, then they ought to be good enough to share in the fun at the canteen.

That was why she had joined the USO herself—more out of pride in her right to do so than out of any concern for the war effort. Patrice had seen too many wars to get misty-eyed over this one.

But then, one night last month, Charlie Jackson had walked in, and for the first time in far too long, her cool heart had caught fire.

“Look at you,” he whispered into her ear now as they swayed together to the tune of “String of Pearls.” “The most beautiful girl in this room.”

“Look at you.” She couldn’t keep the devilment out of her smile. “Dancing with the most beautiful girl in this room.”

Charlie laughed so loud half the room stared at them.

Later, she drew him into one of the far corners of the room, supposedly to enjoy some Coca-Cola. (Patrice would’ve preferred something harder, but Charlie was a strict teetotaler.) Really it gave them a chance to sit close together, near enough that his knees brushed hers beneath the table.

Just as she began to open her mouth to say—something, anything silly and flirtatious, it hardly mattered what—he turned to her and solemnly folded one of her hands in both of his. The smile he’d worn all night had faded, and only now did she see how false it had been. Patrice knew what he was going to say before he said it, but that made it no easier to bear.

“We got word this afternoon. We’ll ship out next week.”

“Next week?” she whispered. “So soon?”

“You know they need every man over there.”

“Just like I know I need you here.”

“Patrice. Sweetheart.” His voice cracked on the last word, and she could hear his plea to help him be strong. And for a moment, Patrice was ashamed of herself. This news scared her, but how much worse did it have to be for Charlie? Going over there to fight, perhaps to die—

She leaned closer to him and whispered in his ear, “Let’s get out of here.”

He went very still, as if he didn’t believe what he knew she had to be suggesting. This was a moralistic age, one where unmarried men and women pretended they didn’t go to bed together. But Patrice knew war had a way of breaking down such silly rules. “Are you sure?”

“Quite sure.”

So she slipped out into the night with him and went straight to her apartment house for young women; the land-lady, a patriotic sort, wasn’t strict about the “no gentlemen visitors” rule if the gentleman in question wore a military uniform. Charlie came into her apartment, into her bed.

Patrice hadn’t felt the warmth of a human body next to hers in so long. Too long. She had forgotten how the heat of a man’s skin could sink into hers, through chest and belly and thighs. She had forgotten how his breathing changed, from even to quick to ragged and desperate. And how his heart would beat faster and harder until it thumped through his chest into hers, as if she could take his pulse and make it her own. She surrendered to him, and to her own hunger, in the moment that she saw Charlie was utterly lost in her. Then she could contain herself no longer. Clutching his shoulders, clinging tightly to him, she sank her fangs deep into his throat.

Blood. The weight of his body. The heat and taste of life. She swallowed deeply, metal and salt against her tongue, and for a moment the ecstasy was almost as good as being alive.

When Charlie collapsed unconscious onto her mattress, Patrice forced herself to stop drinking. She pulled back, panting, and licked her sticky lips. Charlie lay next to her,  his breathing shallow but regular. The moonlight painted the muscles of his arms and chest, making him even more beautiful than he had been before.

She remembered what her sire, Julien, had told her almost a century before: the first bite is preparation. Charlie would awaken in a few hours, woozy and with his senses unnaturally sharpened, but he would almost certainly have no memory of what she had done. Only after that first bite—after the preparation—could she drink from him again, this time to the death, and have him rise again as a vampire, like her.

The decent thing to do would be to explain fully to Charlie what was going on, who and what she was, before she completed the change. Even Julien, cruel bully that he had been, had given her this courtesy. But Patrice wasn’t sure decency was the same in wartime. She didn’t have time for niceties, and she couldn’t risk him rushing off, not understanding, and getting himself killed before she could make him see sense.

No Nazi was going to kill Charlie Jackson. Patrice intended to make him immortal before the Germans got the chance.
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She shooed him back to base well before dawn, lest he be considered AWOL.

“I hate leaving you like this,” Charlie whispered as he shrugged his shirt back on. He winced—how the noises and smells of the house must be tormenting him now, but he was  too stoic to mention it. Probably he thought it no more than a headache. “It’s not right, walking away from a lady after—well, after that. Not the way things ought to be done.”

His modesty charmed her. Patrice snuggled deeper into her robe. “I’ll see you this weekend. We’ll have more time together before you go. And if you aren’t on the base in the morning, they’ll reprimand you, and you’re too good to have something like that on your record.”

Besides—you don’t know it yet, but we’re going to be together forever.

Charlie kissed her so deeply she almost forgot her resolve and took him back to bed—but then he straightened his cap and slipped out into the night.

Patrice sighed as she closed the door behind her. For a moment, she simply studied her surroundings, trying to measure the distances she’d traveled, the ways in which her world had changed and how it had remained the same. She had been born the daughter of a free woman of color in New Orleans and a plantation-owner father who paid the bills and would never, ever acknowledge his black child. Julien had freed her into an entirely different kind of existence. Unfortunately, he had also killed the first man she’d ever loved, Amos. For that, Patrice had doused Julien in lamp oil and set him ablaze. Her first kill: her sire, shrieking as he turned to charred dust.

She protected what she loved.

Since then, there had been men, but not love. Well—Ivan, perhaps—but no, she wasn’t going to think about Ivan Derevko tonight. Charlie Jackson was the first guy to come  along and make her feel as warm and sweet and overcome as Amos had. And the life Charlie led! He was a sergeant in the army. He’d even been studying at Howard University before the war broke out, and intended to become a professor of mathematics.

She’d grown up seeing black men in chains as slaves. To imagine him as a professor—

Could he do that, after I changed him?

But she pushed aside that momentary concern. Colleges didn’t check to make sure students were alive, she figured. Even Evernight Academy didn’t have a test to make sure its students were all dead. Charlie might look rather young for a while, but the addition of a pair of glasses could buy you several years; maybe he could be a professor for a decade or so before they had to move along to avoid attracting undue attention. That would be long enough, wouldn’t it?

Patrice walked to her closet and pulled out the hatbox where she kept her most precious souvenirs. Within was a lace scarf she’d worn the last time she saw Amos, a fan that had belonged to her mother, a few bills of Confederate money, a bracelet from her first trip to Paris, some newspapers with headlines about the Crimean War, a Fabergé egg that held much more than sentimental value, a stole from a Moscow furrier, some Armistice Day poppies, and the older version of the Evernight Academy uniform.

She’d been considering returning to Evernight this fall—but now she had more interesting plans. Instead of teaching herself about the ever-changing world, she’d be teaching Charlie how to be a vampire.

Reverently she folded her pillowcase—the one with Charlie’s bloodstains—and settled it in the hatbox before replacing the lid and pushing it back into the closet.
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Charlie’s next leave was on Sunday night, only two days before he was due to ship out to Europe. When he saw her, he flung his arms around her like he never wanted to let go.

“I can’t stand the thought of leaving you,” he whispered into her ear.

“Then don’t think about it.” Because you won’t be.


Although they met at the canteen, neither of them was in any mood for dancing—Charlie because he was practically afire with worry for himself and for her, Patrice because she was impatient to get on with it. The canteen itself wasn’t the same; half the girls had tearstained faces, and the boys were either shadowed with terror or wild with the cheap, feral glee some humans felt at the prospect of killing. With her experience of war, Patrice knew that the terrified were the smart ones. The band played upbeat songs, like “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree,” but the cheery tunes almost seemed to mock the darker mood in the room.

Within half an hour they’d walked out into the night. Patrice had assumed that Charlie would want to return to her room, though she figured she’d have to be the one to suggest it. But he led her along by the hand, walking with purpose to his steps, though they didn’t seem to be headed anywhere in particular.

“You have to know what these past weeks have meant to me.” His dark eyes could make her melt. “That I love you like I’ve never loved any other girl.”

“And I love you.” She couldn’t add like I’ve never loved any other boy. To do that would be to betray Amos and the only love she’d ever known as a mortal woman. Being a vampire meant constantly negotiating between past, present, and future. Someday Charlie would understand this, too.

“A lot of the fellows—they’re not bad men, but they just want a romance to comfort them before they go to war. What you and I have is more than that.”

“I know, Charlie. It is for me, too.” The moonlight outlined him in the night—his broad, muscular shoulders, his army hat, his masculine profile. With her night vision, Patrice could see that he hadn’t knotted his tie as tightly as usual, that his collar was unbuttoned at the top. No doubt he didn’t remember how he’d scratched his neck and why the skin there was slightly raw—those who were bitten almost never recalled the moment itself. But Patrice did. Remembering the warm velvet of his skin against her tongue and the rush of his blood filled her with longing.

He said, “I’ve never been one to run around with women. That’s not how a Christian man should behave. I knew from the moment I met you that you were the kind of girl I’d been looking for all along. Sweet-natured. Beautiful. And sensible, too, not some flighty little thing.”

“You’re so sweet,” Patrice said, but almost by rote, distracted as she was. She glanced around them: they were on the outskirts of a park, where the thick leaves of trees would  shadow the streetlights and provide a bit of privacy. The time had come to kill and claim him.

Charlie was leading them toward the park already. He wanted them alone, too, though no doubt for different reasons. Patrice hid her little smile behind one hand.

“I don’t have anything I can give you,” he said. “Like—I mean, I don’t have a ring.”

No need to hide her smile anymore. “Oh, Charlie.”

“But when I get home—and I promise I’m coming home for you, Patrice—when I get back from the war, I want us to be married. I know my family back in Baltimore will love you as much as I do.”

In-laws. Perish the thought. “I want us to be together forever, too.”

“And when this war is over, we can build a life together. The life I’ve always dreamed of.” Charlie’s grin shone; the fear of war had left him for a moment, as he looked toward a better future. “I don’t know what Howard’s policy is toward married students—never had to know, but I’ll find out. And if we have to wait while we’re engaged, that’s all right, too, isn’t it? I’ll take double the courses. Get done even faster. Once I’m in graduate school, we can get married. Maybe buy a little house. Start our family.”

“Our family,” she repeated. The thought was all but alien to her, the shadow of a dream that had died for her almost before it began.

He hugged her close. His breath was warm against her ear. “I can’t stop thinking about a bunch of little girls as pretty as their mama. Or a baby boy on your knee.”

Patrice slowly put her arms around him in return.

“I’m going to love you all my life, Patrice. When we’re old and gray, I know I’ll feel the same way about you I do right now.”

Old and gray.

He loved life as much as he loved her. Too much for her to rob him of it, no matter what. Letting him live the way he wanted meant letting him go—at least, for now. She had forgotten that love sometimes demanded sacrifice. Tears welled in her eyes.

Charlie felt her start to weep and cuddled her closer. “Honey, don’t be scared. I know it’s hard, but we’ll be together again.”

“When you’re home from the war.” And then she broke down in tears, surrendering him to the battle, and the dangers of mortal life.
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Four Months Later

 



Evernight Academy admitted vampires of both sexes, but during wars, it practically turned into a girls’ school. Battlefields were tempting, for vampires; even many women took part as nurses or other front-line support, if they could manage it. So many wounded, so many inevitable deaths—human blood ripe for the taking, and in most cases the killing was a mercy, guilt-free.

“That is one theory for the appeal of war to our kind,” said Mrs. Bethany when Patrice mentioned it to her one day  as a school assembly was about to begin. “My personal opinion is that men love war, and they are fools enough to run off to it whenever they can, even if they have had enough experience to know better.”

“Not all men love war,” said Patrice. Though she was only a few decades younger than Mrs. Bethany, she kept her voice respectful, her disagreement theoretical. Mrs. Bethany ruled over Evernight Academy as headmistress, and among vampires, hierarchy mattered. More than that—Mrs. Bethany had undeniable power. “I think most of them honestly believe it’s their duty.”

Mrs. Bethany raised an eyebrow. “Human men, perhaps, though I doubt even that. As for vampires—what loyalties can we owe to nations that will rise and fall a dozen times during our existences? Even those I would expect to know better fall prey to the lure of it.” She held up a thin letter with the distinctive symbols of the navy on the envelope. “Another deferral for another semester. Yet Balthazar More is two centuries my senior, always entirely sensible in my experience, at least until now. He is of Puritan stock, one of the original settlers of the Massachusetts colony. Why should he feel a duty to fight the Japanese?”


They bombed us, Patrice wanted to say, but she knew better than to argue with Mrs. Bethany in one of her cynical moods. Besides, the rest of the students had gathered, and it was time to begin the assembly.

Mrs. Bethany’s long skirt rustled as she ascended the podium in the great hall. “Girls, as you know, Evernight Academy must appear to the outside world to be a school  like any other. Therefore it is appropriate for us to engage in war work, and this year we will again be leading a rubber drive in Riverton and other nearby communities. You will go from house to house and ask the residents for any old tires or other rubber items that can be spared. The school Studebaker will be made available to you for hauling the rubber to our collection point, and when we have gathered enough, we will donate it to the armed forces to be melted down for their use. I must remind all of you to be polite, to use your knowledge of the modern era to interact appropriately with the public, and to conduct yourselves as representatives of this school. Although I would once have thought it unnecessary to add this, last year’s drive proved me wrong, so I will reiterate: it is completely unacceptable to kill humans in order to take their rubber goods. This is not in the spirit of the drive. Let’s have none of it this time.”

The assembly broke out into excited chatter—after a few months of relative isolation up in the Massachusetts hills, most of them were eager to get back out in the world and try their newfound knowledge about the way life was lived now. Patrice felt less of a charge than the others; with Charlie away at war, she hardly cared about being out and about. Better to stay here, to bury herself in schoolwork and try to forget the nagging question of what she was going to do when Charlie came home.

Then Mrs. Bethany’s aide shouted out, “Mail call!”—and Patrice’s name came first.

Smiling, she grabbed for the envelope, expecting another of Charlie’s long letters from “Somewhere in Europe,” as the  soldiers always wrote to protect troop locations from becoming publicly known. He was a good correspondent, writing often, sharing funny stories about his fellow soldiers, his prayers for her well-being, his faith that this was a just and noble fight, and sometimes, when he had to, his reactions to the bloodshed he’d seen. When he did that, he always apologized for shocking her; she always wrote back that nothing he endured could shock her, because it was a part of him. She didn’t add that she’d shed more blood than he could imagine.

But the letter wasn’t from Charlie. It was from Charlie’s mother.
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“He’s a prisoner of war.” Patrice paced back and forth in Mrs. Bethany’s carriage-house office. “Apparently he was captured in the Battle of the Bulge. Now he’s at the Stalag VII-A camp in Bavaria, Germany.”
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