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before Jesse lowered the phone from her face, looking
around and wondering why the hell she was sitting on
the floor.

A week later, she met Rashid.

He stood out right away—hard not to, when the
vast majority of Talamasca agents were white men in
their 50s and 60s. Jesse glimpsed him around the
Motherhouse a few times before their first assignment
together, but she didn’t approach him. There was
gossip, naturally. He was freshly back from a long-term
undercover gig. Quite long-term, considering he’d left
for it before Jesse even joined the order. Whatever it
was, it must have been dangerous, considering the way
people talked about it. Hushed voices, excitement, their
chatter going quiet if Rashid happened to walk by.

Then, one day, Jesse was asked to go deal with a
ghost that was haunting a Sainsbury’s, of all places.
Talamasca policy was that any psychic agent being sent
into the field had to be accompanied by one who was
not. Good to have someone there as backup, in case
things went wrong.

Jesse was fairly certain she’d been partnered with
just about every member of the order stationed in
London by that point. Tagging along with her on field
work was, without anyone ever acknowledging it aloud,
a universally dreaded task. Jesse tried not to take it
personally. Most agents simply didn’t like ghosts.
Either they were frightened for their safety (ludicrous)
or they didn’t enjoy the reminder of their own
mortality. She tried her best to sympathize. She’d never
had the luxury of forgetting about her own for more
than a few days at a time.

Rashid was, evidently, not psychic. He was waiting
for her just inside the front door of the Motherhouse, a
folder tucked neatly into the crook of his arm. By way
of introduction, he joked, “I have to say, a haunted
grocery store is a new one for me. I’'m just surprised it’s
not an Aldi’s. Also, I’'m Rashid.”

“Jesse.”

Together they made their way out onto the street.
Before Jesse could begin the usual script of bland
professional niceties, Rashid said, “Director Talbot
insisted I read your entire file before this outing.”
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young even to appreciate the service that was being
done for her. Talents that, when viewed from a certain
angle, belonged more to Maharet than to Jesse herself.

Jesse was still pretending not to notice these hints;
she knew it couldn’t go on forever. Maharet was
probably right, after all. When had she ever led Jesse
astray? She always knew best. Jesse was simply being
self-indulgent, allowing this little phase with the
Talamasca to go on so long. She thought she could
make it to the end of the year, maybe a little less, before
she yielded and took one of the exits her aunt was
offering her.

But in the meantime, she’d begun sharing less and
less about her work with Maharet. Since there was
nothing really to Jesse’s life outside of the order,
talking less about the Talamasca meant simply talking
less.

On the morning of Maharet’s birthday, Jesse
realized with a pang of guilt that it had been almost two
weeks since she’d last called. Should she apologize first
and then wish her happy birthday, or vice versa? What
could she find to talk about, so that the gesture of the
phone call did not seem merely dutiful (did not
become, she thought with a further twist of guilt, like
one of the far more infrequent phone calls she made to
Matthew and Maria). The novel she was halfway
through was a re-read, something she’d already
discussed with Maharet at length. She had not seen any
new films, listened to any new albums, attended any
notable events...

Perhaps she could talk about her love life? Maharet
liked keeping up-to-date on any romantic
developments, infrequent and short-lived as such things
often were for Jesse. Last weekend she’d gone out with
a schoolteacher she met on a dating app—but she could
leave that part out. Maharet thought dating apps were
pathetic, and wasn’t Jesse already disappointing her
enough? She and the schoolteacher had met up at an
Ethiopian restaurant. They’d eaten, and talked, and
Jesse had followed her back to her flat and ridden her
until her thighs felt like jello, and it had been the first
time in months that she felt halfway human—but of
course, she should leave that out, too, shouldn’t she?
She could at least tell Maharet about the unfortunate
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—the last four years of your life, and you’re not
allowed to talk about any of it? Not even to other full
members of the order? Why? I mean, that sucks.
How’re you even supposed to make conversation?
‘What 've you been up to lately, Rashid?’ ‘You don't
have the clearance to know that.” ‘Well, I guess
nevermind.’ I mean, so much for a ‘guiding principle of
honesty and truth’.”

It was a calculated risk, this little half-joking half-
serious rant. Possible that she’d misread him,
extrapolated too much based on a tone of voice and his
decision to be open about Director Talbot’s little
maneuver with her file. He might be one of those
fanatically devoted members of the order who got huffy
at any internal criticism, no matter how correct.

But when she glanced over, there was a wry little
smile tucked into one corner of Rashid’s mouth.

“It has been...frustrating, since I got back. Lots of
people trying to weasel information out of me, even
though they know it’s against policy. Lots of awkward
silences. As for why...”

Rashid trailed off, going silent. Considering how
much he wanted to say, maybe.

“There were...perhaps some poorly thought-out
decisions made by upper level management which led
to the abrupt end of my assignment. The insistence on
absolute secrecy is, I think, more out of embarrassment
than anything truly sinister.”

They had reached their station and descended to
the platform together. Jesse wondered if she would be
so understanding if she were in Rashid’s position.
Reading between the lines of his tact, there had been
some colossal fuck-up by a senior member of the order
and now the whole thing was getting buried. Who knew
how much valuable information was being kept hidden,
just to save face...

“Do you wish you could talk about it?”

Judging by Rashid’s surprised look, no one had
thought to ask him that, yet.

“Yes. Very much.” His posture was alarmingly
straight as the two of them waited for the train. She
wondered if he was former military; a few years back,
she’d gone on a few dates with a woman who’d been a
marine, and she had stood like that. All formal and at
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also suspected, deep down, that they were not the
whole of it.

There was simply something about her, the very
essence of her, that did not belong. People could sense
it. Jesse doubted they were even aware of it, this
intuition that kept them from allowing her too close. It
came from some deep, instinctual part of their brains,
as unconscious as a reflex. But it was there in everyone
she met. No matter how she dressed, no matter how she
spoke. No matter her artistic and intellectual
accomplishments. She could be confident, funny, smart,
hot, flirty, independent, sophisticated; she could put on
the perfect show of normalcys; still, somehow, people
sensed it. People knew. People said good morning,
smiled politely, and forgot to send her invitation.

Jesse knew she shouldn’t complain. Her life had
been one of exceptional privilege, access, and luxury.
She’d seen and done things that other people only
dreamed of. She did her best to be grateful and have
perspective. There was so much tragedy in the world;
so many people survived on so little, and she had had
so much handed to her right from the very start.

It was just that she didn’t have any friends.

In theory, Jesse had long since accepted loneliness
as an inescapable part of her life. In practice, 2022 had
been unusually difficult for her.

Perhaps it was because of the pandemic. For a few
years there, isolation had come into fashion. Suddenly,
she wasn’t the only one disconnected, and the ironic
result was that she felt more connected than ever. She
was a part of something. So many other people were
going through the exact same thing as she was. Since
when had that ever been true?

It had been, in a shameful way she would never
admit out loud, lovely.

So when the world began to return to normal and
her own isolation remained unaltered, Jesse felt it all
the more keenly. No amount of lecturing herself and
trying not to feel it could dispel her bitterness, her
disappointment. She could not escape the heightened
awareness that she was alone because of some
fundamental lack deep down at the core of her. It was
as if there were some secret enzyme that allowed other
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chapter two
paradise

It was one of a hundred fragments of memory
which she could never afterwards fit into a whole. But
it no longer mattered, what she could or could not
remember of that dreamy lost summer.
- Queen of the Damned

It was nearly half a year later when Jesse asked
Rashid, “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”

They were in a booth at a little pub near Highgate
Cemetery, recuperating. It had been a tough haunting.
After a lifetime of tormented spirits, Jesse’s tolerance
was high, but this one got to her. She’d been expecting
something deliciously Victorian, given the setting.
Instead, it was the ghost of an old woman who’d died
barely a month before. She wore a stained nightgown
and her skin was wrinkled and thin as crépe paper. She
must have had dementia when she was still alive,
because she didn’t realize she was a ghost, didn’t
understand what was happening to her, didn’t even
know who she was. Rashid had researched on his
phone while Jesse comforted her and found out she’d
been hit by a car just outside the cemetery gates after
she wandered out of her son’s flat. Evidently, her spirit
had been adrift here ever since.

Jesse had had to talk to her for hours, sitting with
her, holding one of her cold insubstantial hands
between her own warm living ones. Shushing her when
she sobbed and wailed like a child, explaining over and
over what was going on, why she felt like this, how to
make it stop.

By the time Jesse finally got through and watched
her dissolve into a hazy mist, the sun had sunk below
the horizon and she had a splitting headache. Rashid
wordlessly offered her aspirin, a bottle of water, and a
protein bar. Jesse wanted to make a joke about him
mothering her, but she didn’t trust herself to speak
without bursting into tears. She ate, drank, took her
medicine, let Rashid nudge her in the direction of this
pub. Jesse was silently grateful; she didn’t want to
return to the Motherhouse just yet to make her report

5

chapter one
rashid

Ah, fifteen years ago, simply the happiest summer
of her life. All her wonderful adventures afterwards,
ghost hunting for the Talamasca, had been nothing to
that magical and unforgettable time [...] There had
been a slow confusion, a delicious suspension of
ordinary reality, as if the papyruses covered with a
writing she could not classify belonged more truly to
dream.
- Queen of the Damned

In the three years since she’d been recruited by the
Talamasca in 2019, Jesse Reeves had not made a single
friend. It was not for lack of trying. Joining the order
was like a dream come true for her; she thought she’d
finally found her community, a place to belong, people
who would accept her. She did try. But all her overtures
and efforts failed to take root. The other members of the
order were cordial to her, in a genial and distant way,
but utterly unwilling to go beyond pleasantries and
closed-mouth smiles while passing in the halls of the
Motherhouse.

Then again, hadn’t it always been that way? Not
just with the Talamasca. It was the same when she was
working for the British Museum, when she was
bouncing between archaeological digs, when she was in
college, when she was growing up. Not just friendships,
either. That invisible barrier stood between her and her
lovers and family, too. It was why she’d never dated
anyone for longer than three months. Why—in spite of
their kindness—she had never really been close with
Matthew and Maria, her adoptive parents.

What was responsible for it, this gap between
herself and the rest of humanity that she could never
seem to cross? Sometimes, Jesse laid the blame at the
feet of external factors.

The traumatic circumstances of her entry into the
world, for instance: birthed premature from the dead
womb of a raped teenager into the smoking wreckage
of a car crash, wailing pitifully to herself amidst the
afterbirth until an ambulance arrived. After that, weeks
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coaster. Watched the tiny bubbles sliding up along the
sides for a few moments before she decided, why the
fuck not?

“I don’t have friends.”

Had she ever said it out loud before? So simply,
too: no euphemisms or hedging, no at times it feels like
or [ worry that maybe. Just the fact of it, naked and
direct.

“I’m your friend,” Rashid replied at once. Like it
was nothing eventful to say it. Like it was true.

Was it?

“But you’re-I-we work together.”

“Yes, and as we both know, no one has ever
become friends with a colleague before in history,”
Rashid said.

There was that dry sarcasm she’d come to know so
well by now. Jesse felt a flicker of doubt when she
realized just how familiar it was. How well she’d come
to know him—not just the surface details, but more.
But she couldn’t let herself believe it. Couldn’t let
herself hope. It would only result in more pain in the
end when she turned out to be mistaken.

“Come on. We both know it’s a punishment,
Director Talbot sticking you with me, because of
whatever big mysterious thing went so wrong in Dubai
that you can’t talk about.”

(Rashid had not told her much. Even if the reasons
justifying it were ridiculous, Rashid was not one to go
against a direct demand for secrecy. But he had allowed
a few details to slip through. A correction about laws in
the UAE had led to him admitting he’d spent those four
years in Dubai. A passing comment about his body
language brought on the revelation that his cover story
had been some kind of modern-day butler. And, most
recently, he had told Jesse that the creatures he was
pretending to serve were telepathic. Nothing
substantial, nothing dangerous. Just tantalizing hints.)

“What? No. Is that what you...?” Rashid’s frown
deepened. He leaned in across the table, hands
outstretched, palms up. “I volunteered to be your
permanent partner for field work. I thought you knew
that?”

“..0h.”

Jesse couldn’t imagine what she must have looked
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to like weird and off-putting.”

An expression flickered across his face—a private,
bashful smile, there and then gone a moment later. Not
meant for her, she realized. Her words must have
reminded him of someone else. Someone who made
him smile like that, like a reflex, before he could catch
himself.

She set her elbow on the table and pointed directly
at Rashid’s face, accusatory and gleeful, “Who is he?”

Now it was Rashid’s turn to be flustered and
cornered. In fact, Jesse was fairly sure she’d never seen
him so discomposed. Not even when a toddler with
telekinetic powers had launched a terrarium at him two
weeks ago. He had merely ducked, blithe and
unflappable as ever. But he looked well and truly
flapped, at present.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” A lesser
man would have squirmed, but Rashid went perfectly
still, his posture immaculate and his expression utterly
neutral. But Jesse knew that trick; it wasn’t going to
work on her.

“Nice try. You were thinking about someone, right
then. Some other weird and off-putting person.
Someone you like.”

“‘Like’? What are you, twelve years old?”

“Don’t deflect just because I’m right.”

Rashid glared, but Jesse wasn’t about to be
deterred so easily. Rashid was her friend. She felt giddy
and light; this was what friends did. They teased one
another. They coaxed one another into admitting their
attraction to ill-advised people and then encouraged or
commiserated depending on the situation. “Come on. I
haven’t been on a date in ages. Let a girl live
vicariously, here.”

After a minute or so of silence, Rashid caved,
“There’s nothing to tell. Yes, I did think of someone.
But he’s not-we’re not-there isn’t anything between
us.” When Jesse raised her eyebrows, he amended,
“Alright, there is something, but it’s undefined and
unimaginably complicated.”

“I have a great imagination.”

Rashid shifted his weight in his seat. Jesse waited,
perching her chin delicately on her hands. She had
some guesses where all that complication might come

platoapproved



uaddey 7 ‘st Sury) oYy ng jou s 31 pudjaxd 03 Fuos jou
w, [ "ong sJ[,, ‘Sumiupe pue ‘siy Jo sSnIys paIopnoys
-ouo 9s0Y} JO duo JuIAIS ‘Urede Sse[3 umo SIy SungI|
010J2q Y9kq Y)Ba1q JAY Pey JYS [HuUn pajiem oY
"2243p 0) WIY
10} sem Funoadxo sem ays Sury) ise[ oy Inq ‘Aes pnom
PIysey jeym umouy }, upey ays ‘A[pnoj surropnids
pue 3ury3noo dn popud pue umop 1 Surmo[[ems
93010 PIP 9Ys Ing Ino 31 j1ds 03 J0u poJeurw ISSA
“uLp 19y Jo dis & 9y 03 dwn J00d © U9SOYd P,AYS
~oIe A[9In[osqe noA Yo,
‘pouaddey-jsouwrfe
ue ‘uIyl-ogAeW & UBY) QIOW IQAJN "PAYSINIunxo oq
pinom dryspuaryy o[qrssod 119y jo spreds ofide1y oy pue
‘uIA] sem 9y [[9) 03 9] 9q P[NOM S PUE JI JO pIOM
& Surueow oYM 19y 0} 1 9A13 pue aanssaid [eroos
o) 0] 9ABD P[NOM 1| PUB ‘SBM US ISNBIA(Q ‘QOUBINSSBAI
oy Surysiy sem 9ys Jey) uly) pjnom oy -onayied
"W} PIes oys Se UOOS St SPIOM [} POYIAI3aT 9SSIf
«&Sumnd-ggo pue pIiop,,
“Llean
‘paisneyxo pue
Junip sem ays J[1ym ‘qnd a3 Jo JY3I| WIP Y Ul 0SdI0W
UQAQ JNq ‘SO JO 1S9q 9} & Peal 0} pIey sem d0ej
S.PIYSEY JJO paien ays . oW puly . U0p NOA,,
"pu0odas
Aue je 107 JopUn woij yno pornd aq pynom Sni ayp jey,
‘[ea1 3, usem SIy) 1y Joy Sul[[o) yorwols oy ur orued
JO j0uYy B Sem 2oy} PuE ‘pIey Suneaq sem 1Iedy OH
"PUSLIJ IO SeM PIYSEY 9SNeddq 19y Po0oIsIopun
PIYSEY 9snedoq "puelsiopun o} pIysey I1oj y3nouo
Sem Jey) pue ‘pou 0} pageurw JYS Jeads 1,up[nod ays
1) A[peq 0S 31 pajuem dyS "puodsar 3 upIp 9ssof
««{,2q 01 JUBM J UOD NOA SS[U() SIAK ‘SyjuowW
M2J 1Se[ A3 10J uorssardur Jey) Jopun uAqQ A J,,
., SPUALIJ 91 9A,, SSe 0} a8eInoo oy dn
pasyonyd ays a10320q sdiyo 9y} Jo d10UW INOJ )k AYS
‘dn Suryojes sem ureiq
IOy 9[Iym Op 03 SUIYIOWOS YInow pue spuey] 1oy dAIS
03 3sn[ 31 918 pue diyo e dn payord 9ssaf "pIoMm ISyjOUB
Kes ), UpIp pue 1oy 0} J[qe) A} Sso1de 2je[d paysruly
JIBY SIY PI[S PIYysey Y UOHBULIOFUT JBY} USdYM “ONI

61

22

unclenching of his fists on the table.

“Rashid, you never told—"

“I do not. Want. To talk about it.”

Jesse opened her mouth to protest, thought better
of'it, closed it again. She was not about to let this go
permanently, but she at least had the good sense to
know it was a subject probably best discussed when she
was sober. And, perhaps, after she’d done a little
research about the Talamasca’s policies on workplace
harassment.

“Okay, fine, I'm dropping it. But...is he someone
in the order? Your mysterious older man?”

Rashid shook his head. “No, and for...certain
reasons, it’s imperative that the order not find out about
him. So, can you please do me a favor? Just for now,
can you let it go, Jesse? Forget this ever happened?”

Jesse froze. A sudden, inexplicable paralysis. Her
pulse roared in her ears, a dull and enveloping roar.

Forget this ever happened.

The command reverberated in her skull, over and
over and over, like a struck gong. Who had said that?
When had she heard it? Why couldn’t she place the
voice speaking those words? She knew that voice. Her
body knew it, down to the roots of her teeth, deep in
her guts. The name was there, just out of reach, like a
word perched at the very tip of her tongue. She knew
that voice intimately, she was sure, but every time she
reached for recognition, her mind went utterly,
terrifyingly blank.

You will forget.

Why did those words make her feel like she was
going to vomit? Was it even a real memory at all?
Could it be something that happened in a dream? Or
was it a line from a movie she’d seen, that got stuck in
her head and all mixed up with reality?

You will forget this. You will remember nothing.

But no, it couldn’t be from a movie. Fragments of
other senses were tangled up with the sounds. The
smell of beeswax candles. The ticklish drag of
someone’s long hair trailing across her bare stomach.
And the more she focused on it, the more she could
recall a second voice punctuating the steady,
thrumming repetition of that command to forget. It was
her own voice, she realized. Her voice, begging no no
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time before the reply came through. Rashid always
chose his words carefully, even via text.

You said that it wasn't a vision.

Jesse had not been expecting that. Was he
questioning her? She felt a prickle of annoyance.

Yeah, it wasn’t. Visions are
different. This was just me getting
confused, thinking | remembered
something, before | realized it
wasn't real. | promise that kind of
thing happens to me all the time.

There was quite a long pause before Rashid began
typing his reply this time.

You're saying this has happened to
you before? Having memories you
can't place?

Oh yeah, all the time.  mean, |
usually just don’t mention it, but it's
totally normal. They're not REAL.
It's just a side-effect of my powers
| guess.

Rashid started typing, stopped. Started, stopped.
Started, continued for a long time, stopped. When his
text came through, it only contained five words.

Thank you for letting me know.

Jesse swallowed around a sudden lump in her
throat, reading and re-reading the message. What had
he been typing for so long that he had erased? What
wasn’t he saying to her? Why had he settled on this
formal, distant reply?

You having second thoughts about
befriending the weirdo yet?

She hated herself for how desperate it sounded.
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most dreaded chore on the
Talamasca wheel. | mean, you
know that, I've complained to you
a million times about nobody here
liking me. But he seems like he
actually does? Anyway, we get
along really well and it's been nice.
He's a very serious guy, but that
just means it's even more fun
making him laugh. You know?

It feels like an accomplishment.
And he's really smart, like scary
smart. I think you'd like him a whole
lot if you ever met. He's great.

Jesse didn’t anticipate an immediate reply; Maharet
was in Bolivia at the moment, and the time difference
was substantial. But it wasn’t even 5 minutes later that
she heard the soft notification of a return text, just as
she was heading out her front door.

Have you told him about me?

Jesse’s heart sank. That was it? No
congratulations? No follow-up questions about what
sort of person he was? Just this? Maharet knew, better
than anyone else on Earth, how much Jesse had
struggled to fit in throughout her life. How alone she
felt wherever she went. So why wasn’t she even a little
proud?

Of course not. | don't talk about
you to anyone in the order. |
promised.

Jesse had given that promise unprompted, in her
very first letter informing Maharet she was joining the
Talamasca as a novice. She’d sworn never to even
mention Maharet’s name. To never speak of the Great
Family or that strange summer in Sonoma.

That promise had meant the world to Jesse. Had it
meant nothing to Maharet? Why could she not trust
Jesse, just for once?



