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kissed back.

It was great, the kissing. Hard and urgent and
immediately filthy. A strangely cold tongue running
along the backside of her teeth, hands helping
themselves to whatever soft squeezable parts of her
they could reach. Jesse melted into it, boneless and
easy, the relief of someone else making the decisions
for her. As she was thinking that, hazy and well on her
way to being cheered up, another little shard of
memory. Maharet’s voice, the stirring of air against the
shell of her ear. You 've always responded so well to
personal direction. It’s what you need, right? What you
crave, even if you can't admit it out loud...

The stranger was kissing her neck, now. Nuzzling
at the wispy curls of hair at the base of her skull. Jesse
felt a scrape of teeth—so strange, how sharp they felt!
Then, out of nowhere, the stranger froze. Not just their
mouth: their whole body. Jesse turned her head to look,
saw them staring at the small tattoo behind her ear. One
of a matched set, mirrored on the other side.

When the stranger leaned in and licked a stripe
across the tattoo, Jesse assumed it was a sign that
things were getting back on track. Who knows, maybe
they’d done some drugs and the spiky knot of
nonsensical ancient writing had looked like a bug on
Jesse’s skin or some other freeze-worthy sight.

But the stranger pulled away from her, panting
hard and disheveled. Their teeth looked weird in a way
that made Jesse’s head hurt, but she blinked and then
they were normal again.

“You’re Maharet’s,” the stranger said, bluntly,
“Why didn’t you say?”

“What? I-—you know my aunt!?”

This was just fantastic. Here she thought she’d
lucked out, stumbling into a gorgeous older dyke who
was willing to shove her up against a wall and kiss the
self-pity right out of her. Jesse had already been
looking forward to the part where they stumbled off
somewhere private and she got her brains fucked out.
Now that wasn’t going to happen, just because this
person had met her aunt?

“That a problem?” Jesse asked, folding her arms
tight across her chest.

The stranger huffed a soft laugh, coming a step
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best place to look. I know there were other people
there, it wasn’t just the two of us. Someone else living
at the compound and also guests, I think. Maybe it was
one of them that did all this.”

Armand and Rashid exchanged a look, but said
nothing.

When Armand gave his answer, he avoided all
mention of her aunt, and any denial that might or might
not be happening. “Jesse...your memories from the
summer in Sonoma are so twisted together. If I may?”’

Jesse had no idea what he was asking permission
for, but she shrugged to allow it.

An image nudged gently into her mind: a bristling
tangle of what looked to be about a dozen different
skeins of yarn, hopelessly twisted and knotted together
in a chaotic, parti-colored snarl. Jesse realized that this
was Armand, communicating with her nonverbally,
trying to illustrate his meaning.

“Confident as [ am in my abilities, I have never
actually done this before. I’'m not entirely sure how I’'m
going to separate the memories out well enough to
expose them one at a time. I am afraid that simply
cutting the Gordian knot, as they say, might be
dangerous for you.”

Jesse opened her mouth to remind him that he’d
said on the phone there would be no danger to her. But
he hadn’t, had he? He’d said probably no danger, and
after all, that had been before he knew how extensive
the damage was. She closed her mouth again.

“I am, however, hopeful that if I gradually work
my way closer to it, the tangle will begin to naturally
loosen. The more memories I unearth, the more likely it
is that others will begin to emerge independently,
without my assistance.”

A small furrow formed between his brows, and he
reached out, touching the pads of two fingers to her
temple.

“There are other, smaller clusters. Groups of four
or five memories from different times, linked by—"
Armand paused, met Jesse’s gaze, and actually smiled.
She only realized at that instant it was the first time
she’d seen him do it, “—if you’ll pardon another
surgical metaphor, by something like adhesions.
Perhaps I can undo a cluster all at once, and we can
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Jesse didn’t remember any of it, but she must’ve tried
to write something in cuneiform and been so wasted
that she fucked it up spectacularly and left the poor
tattoo artist to do their best. It didn’t say anything in
any language she recognized, anyway, and she
recognized a lot of them.

David leaned in, straightening his glasses. Then he
pulled his phone from his pocket and honest-to-God
snapped a picture. Which...was pretty weird and a little
invasive, but this was her new boss, and she wasn’t
going to make waves. Besides, he probably just wanted
to try to figure out what language it was. She could’ve
told him it didn’t mean anything, but he hadn’t actually
asked, and she didn’t feel like offering since he was so
free with the camera app.

“Interesting,” David said, to himself more than to
Jesse. Looking up from the phone screen back at her.
Tucking it away in his pocket, nothing else said.

Tilt, another memory.

In a Jeep, driving towards the dig site in Jericho.
Bright sun, deep blue sky with huge cumulus clouds;
the kind of sky that made you understand why people
used to think gods lived up there. Some professor’s
new research assistant riding shotgun. Weedy little guy,
kind of quiet. It made people think he was weird, but
Jesse was pretty sure he just didn’t know how to make
friends. She didn’t know how to make friends, either.
Maybe the two of them could be friends.

“What’s with the tattoos?”” he asked.

“Oh, these?” Jesse touched one absently before
returning both hands to the wheel. The road wasn’t
exactly in good repair. “Honestly, couldn’t even tell
you. I was so drunk when I got them. Like, blackout
drunk.”

“That’s crazy,” the guy said. His name definitely
started with an M. Marcus? Martin? Mason? “Are you
serious? That’s like...really illegal.”

“What?” Jesse scoffed, thinking it was a joke.

“Listen, my mom used to work the front desk at a
tattoo place for years. Trust me. There’s release forms
you have to sign before an artist can tattoo you, and
they’re void if you’re underage or impaired. If you
were drunk enough that you don’t remember any of it?
They definitely should’ve known you couldn’t give
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Jesse stopped.

“I don’t have any more time for this silliness today.
You’re going to stop looking into this. It doesn’t matter
where the money’s from. Does it?”

Such an extraordinary and yet uncannily familiar
sensation, in the memory: words pulled from her lungs
and lips without any prompting from her own mind.

“It doesn’t matter where the money’s from.”

“You’re going to stop wondering about it. You’re
going to feel grateful and content, knowing that it is
being used well, and you will forget this.”

“I’m grateful.”

“That’s right. And?”

“And I will—”

Jesse blinked. She was in her flat in Chelsea, the
phone pressed against her ear, Maharet’s familiar
breathing coming through. The silence stretched; Jesse
blushed, glad they were not on a video call. How
embarrassing. Why was she always fucking doing this?

“Sorry, I’'m having a total...brain moment. Again!
What, um, were we talking about?”

When they broke apart, Armand looked far more
unsettled than Jesse would’ve expected. Rashid was, of
course, terrified, glancing between both of them for
signs of distress. Jesse gave a little reassuring wave of
her hand in his direction and then asked Armand,
“What is it?”

“Your aunt must be incredibly powerful.” He stared
at Jesse, clearly fascinated. “Perhaps it is easier with
such an established link between your minds. I do not
know. I’ve never interfered with a mortal’s mind to the
degree that she has with you. So many times, over so
many years. And who even knows how many smaller
suggestions and commands, in between the erasures.
Perhaps it accumulates. A pathway worn into the
grass.”

Jesse didn’t love the idea of a shortcut carved into
her brain by the sheer repetition of intrusions. She
thought of the quad near her dorm, her first semester at
Columbia (before Maharet bought a gorgeous
townhouse just off campus ‘as an investment’ and
asked if Jesse wouldn’t mind living there and looking
after it for her). The quad had just been a stretch of
grass, bordered by neat paved paths. Not so much of an
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“Right in the eyeline of anyone looking to take
something that isn’t theirs.”

The man with the tattoo gun looked as glazed as
Jesse felt. Something wrong about his eyes. Not the
same thing that was wrong with aunt Maharet’s eyes.
So bloodshot. She didn’t sound like she’d been crying,
though.

“What’s going on, aunt Maharet?” Jesse asked, as
Maharet helped her down into the chair.

“I’'m keeping you safe, little one,” Maharet said
and kissed her forehead.

Jesse shut her eyes, leaning back into the chair as
she accepted the truth of it. It was so nice of Maharet to
look after her. She was so lucky. When she blinked her
eyes open again, Maharet had the cartridge of the tattoo
gun in her hands. It was open at the top and she was
holding her other hand above it, letting the blood run
down her index finger to drip into the ink. Drip, drip,
drip.

“Oh no, you’re bleeding. Do you need a bandaid? |
have bandaids in my purse.”

Jesse looked around, but she didn’t see her purse.
She noticed, then, that she was in her pajamas, too.
There were shoes on her feet, though. Fluffy socks she
only slept in, never wore out of the house, shoved into
her hiking boots, laced up differently to how she did
them.

“That’s so sweet, honey, but I’'m okay. It’1l stop in
a minute, I don’t need a bandaid.”

Drip and drip and drip and drip. Maharet was right;
when the cartridge was all full up, her finger stopped
bleeding.

The man had fancy paper he used to transfer the
thing Maharet had drawn onto Jesse’s skin in the spots
she had indicated. It tickled as it went on. Jesse
squinted at the original, trying to figure out if it was
words or a drawing.

“It’s my name,” Maharet said, “My name, my
blood, my protection. So everyone will know you’re
mine, and they’ll know not to lay a single finger on
you. Isn’t that lovely? You’re about to become the
safest girl in the entire world.”

It sounded pretty lovely to Jesse. But there was
something she should mention. It had been itching at
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her.”

Armand appeared utterly unfazed by the anger in
her voice; she saw no signs of Rashid’s solicitous
anxiety, no pity, no disgust. Only a quiet certainty and
understanding.

“You were very sure, while it was happening.”

The words were like a knife sliding between her
ribs. She froze, unable to breathe, plunged back into the
feeling of knowing, how she’d repeated that frantic
manta in her mind: this is real, this is happening, I'm
not dreaming, this is real—

For a moment she thought she would be sick again,
but she breathed, and breathed, and the feeling passed.

He's right, she thought, and then hoped he had not
heard.

“I want to keep going,” she gritted through her
teeth.

“Then we will keep going.”

Jesse did not feel nearly as brave as she was
pretending to be as she settled herself back on the bed.
Easy enough to insist on her intention to relive every
stolen memory: following through was another matter.
What if they were all as bad as the last one? What if
some were worse? How much could she actually
endure before her resolve crumbled?

But the next memory was disturbing only by
implication rather than actual experience.

Jesse—spurred on by some documentary she’d
seen—called up Maharet and asked about the source of
her wealth. How could she afford to buy Jesse so many
wonderful things? Cars, houses, vacations around the
world, artifacts and luxuries, the very finest things?
Where did it come from, all that money she’d used to
underwrite Jesse’s archaeological work in Jericho? It
must be inherited; Maharet did not have a job, she
never had for Jesse’s entire life. And inherited wealth of
that magnitude didn’t spring from nowhere: in what
places had it begun, and whose blood had fed its roots?

Mabharet deflected. At first, she listed all the worthy
and noble things she did with that fortune: catalogued
charitable causes she contributed to, foundations she
had helped to create, random unfortunates she had
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as a ragdoll. Soft inert cage for her panic.

It was worse than anything she could think of; to
be able to feel everything and do nothing. Jesse felt the
tiny needles stabbing through her skin, relentless,
burying the blood and ink deep into her flesh, so deep
nothing could ever wash it out. She felt the moving air
from the overhead heating system. She smelled rubbing
alcohol and warm metal from the tattoo gun. She heard
the buzz of the gun, the breathing of the hypnotized
artist marking her as her aunt’s property. She heard
fabric rustling. She felt Maharet’s hand slip inside her
sweatpants and beneath the band of her underwear. She
felt every single second.
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asked him to, and he had felt that happening to him
from inside her body. How was that any different to the
regular way? Didn’t matter that she hadn’t meant to.
Didn’t matter that she’d felt it, too.

“No, he isn’t. But he’s pretending to be, and I'm
pretending I believe him.”

Same as me, Jesse thought.

“Are you—"

“I’m fine,” she cut him off. “I’m completely fine. I
shouldn’t have eaten right before getting my head
fucked with. Amateur mistake. Now I know better for
next time.”

A long pause, and then Rashid said, “I guess it is
like an intense workout, but for your mind.”

“Exactly.”

Jesse sighed and pushed her hair out of her face in
frustration. She wanted a hair tie. Why hadn’t she
brought one? She wanted a hair tie, and some
mouthwash, and to go back in time and stop Armand
from saying it out loud, because she could tell Rashid
thought she was delusional and he was only humoring
her. She wanted to call Maharet and hear her voice; that
would make her feel as certain on the inside as she was
pretending to be on the outside about what was real and
what wasn’t. She wanted a magic button that could give
her back all the rest of her memories without anyone
else seeing them or knowing what they were.

But since she wasn’t getting any of that, she settled
on what she could have.

“Is it awful if I say I want to keep going? I know
it’s selfish. I don’t know what else Armand might have
to—to see. I shouldn’t ask him to do it. But somewhere
in everything that’s still hidden, there’s going to be
something that explains all this. It’s a hoax. It’s fake. 1
know it. Getting upset about it is a waste of time,
because it’s not even real. That—" her voice cracked
and she had to pause, swallow, recalibrate, “—that
didn’t happen to me. Somewhere in my memories is the
evidence to prove it. Maharet wouldn’t. She wouldn %,
Rashid.”

“Okay,” he repeated. “I’1l ask if he’s willing to
keep going.”

Jesse nodded. Rashid got to his feet. It was an
awkward process, in that cramped little bathroom,
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the months that they worked together? Saved her from
forgetting her phone at the counter of a café, or brought
an umbrella big enough for the both of them, or made
sure that she ate lunch? She used to joke with him
about how scatter-brained she was; she’d forget her
own head if it weren’t attached to her neck.

Scatter-brained. But her brain wasn’t just scattered,
was it? It was full of holes. Perforated. No, what was
the word Armand had used? Mutilated.

Jesse took the coat from him. It was the one with
the mink lining. She didn’t put it on, even though it was
cold enough that she could see her own breath in front
of her face. She stood on the sidewalk and ran a hand
through the fur, the lush softness of the slippery hairs
bunching between her fingers.

Armand had warned her that other memories might
start returning on their own, now that she’d begun the
process of unravelling, so she was only confused for a
moment when she remembered running her hand
through different fur. In the memory her nails were
painted aquamarine; the hairs of that fur were darker,
shorter—a rug, yes, she’d had a rug like that on the
floor of her room in Sonoma. She must have been very,
very drunk, because Jesse remembered the room
spinning so much that she didn’t even dare to lift her
head. It was alright, though, the spinning, because
something heavy was on top of her pinning her down,
keeping her from being flung anywhere by the
centripetal force.

“Jesse, what can I do?” Rashid asked, and the
sound of his voice dispersed the memory. Jesse realized
she didn’t know how long she’d been standing there,
staring at her coat, petting the lining. Lost in time.

Jesse was cold. She pulled on the coat and started
to walk; Rashid kept pace alongside her.

Of all the things she could be thinking about right
now, Jesse’s mind kept going back to her breakup with
a woman she’d dated 6—no was it 7 now?—years ago.
She’d been Annabelle, at work; Bel, to her friends.
Jesse didn’t remember any longer how the two of them
had met. Should she be suspicious of that? How was
she supposed to know if something was regular
forgetting or not?

She and Bel had dated for three months; Jesse
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chapter five
possession

“My darling,” the woman said. “It’s Maharet.”
Jesse had rushed into her arms. But Maharet had
caught her, gently holding her apart as if to look at her.
Then she’d covered Jesse with kisses, as if she dared
not touch her in any other way, her gloved hands barely
holding Jesse's arms. It had been a lovely and delicate
moment. Jesse had stroked Maharet's soft thick red
hair. So like her own.

“You are my child,” Maharet had whispered. *You
are everything I had hoped you would be. Do you know
how happy I am?”

- Queen of the Damned

The thing about not having any friends and not
being close with her parents was that it had always
been very difficult for Jesse to check if the odd things
that sometimes happened to her were normal or not.
Perhaps if she’d been born a few years later she could
have gone online, made inquiries anonymously. But she
was already 19 by the time Matthew and Maria caved to
the pressure of modern times and had their house
hooked up for wi-fi, and by that age she’d learned how
not to think too much about certain things.

She had Maharet, of course, who always said Jesse
could come to her with any troubles, no matter how
small or how embarrassing. But sometimes she was too
shy even to put things in a letter. Her aunt was so busy,
so important, traveling all over the world. There had to
be a limit even on Maharet’s patience.

Anyway, sometimes the questions were about her.

Every now and then, Jesse would sit down and
write out the things she wondered. She didn’t know
why, exactly. It didn’t make her feel much better. She
would always tear the paper up into teeny tiny shreds
before she threw it away, in case her parents ever
decided to look through her trash. Secrecy was just part
of the routine by then; an automatic reflex.

Is it normal to get really really strong déja vu
sometimes? Like to go to a museum and you know
where everything is and you sort of recognize it, but
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evening.

How many times had she dropped her keys, as she
was scrambling to gather her things on her way out the
door? Her hands had been shaking so much. Her whole
body had been. She had yanked her arm away when Bel
tried to touch her wrist. Jesse had stormed out and
forgotten her scarf; when Bel texted the following
morning asking if she wanted to come by and get it,
Jesse had told her to throw it out and blocked her
number.

“I think,” she said, and then had to pause to
swallow. Rashid glanced over at her and then away
again. He was listening, though. Jesse could tell.

“I think maybe Maharet—" She made it further,
this time, before she had to stop. It was a big choice,
the next word she said, “—hurt me.”

Rashid didn’t say anything, but he slipped his hand
into Jesse’s, lacing their fingers together. She squeezed;
he squeezed back.

“May 1?” Armand asked, with a nod at Jesse’s
neck.

The three of them were reunited in the suite again;
by the time they got back, Armand had tucked away his
prayer rug and was sitting on the bed, flicking through
the channels on the TV.

Jesse wasn’t exactly surprised by the request. She
nodded, held back her hair, and tilted her head to let
more light fall on the tattoo. An unnecessary gesture, as
it turned out: Armand didn’t look at it. Instead, he
leaned in, close enough that his nose was almost
touching her skin, and inhaled. No, not inhaled.
Sniffed.

“There is vampire blood in it,” Armand announced.
A touch defiant, as if he were expecting her to
contradict him, say he was wrong or lying. Reasonable
expectation, all things considered.

“I know,” she said. Rashid had not said ‘I told you
so’ and she doubted Armand would, either, but that
didn’t make this part any easier. She wished she could
joke—duh, Armand, denial is so 20 minutes ago, catch
up!—but who would she be fooling? Jesse didn’t have
the energy to be cute about it. She went with the
simple, unadorned truth instead.

P.2ys asnedaq ‘Arowdw jey) dn pauado p.ay pue ‘0)
wiy payse p,oys 9sneodq ‘purt Joy ojul ouosd p,oH ‘wiy
padex pey ays o1 sem 1 ey ‘doof aArsindwod e ut
‘ure3e JoA0 pue 1940 ‘Fupuiy) d[oy 3, UpP[NOo 9SS
‘JoI[o1 Jey) 9ARY
01 193 1se9[ 1 pnoys 9H ‘I op }.upmnom Ajdwis Apoq
SIU JNq 0} PAPA2U Y 1] 3[9J puewLY JI [njme Apaid oq
pino 3 “dn moayy pynoo sanduwiea J1 MOUY USAJ J UPIP
ossof ‘dn maIy) oys 1oe 19139q J[NI] B 1[9) P.AYS
«ABYO puelry S[,,
‘1soyo 19y JsureSe 103ySn soouy| 1oy paynd assor
‘uonsanb
1. upIp ‘ongie j upi( ‘pecide piysey . AeyQ,,
oI} J0U S 3],
:pres A[[enjuoAd oys ), UpIp dY USYA\ "B} 0} Wiy JOJ
Pajrem 9ssar “3uIyono) Jou Inq IedN 1Y [} J00[) oY}
Uuo umop Jes 9y ‘uone1dqiop jo porad 0ys € 1oy y
“WIY PuIyaq Ioop a3 pasofo pue apisut paddifs oy se dn
300 3, UPIP YS <} PAYI0] J UPLY AYS "AeMAUE UI dUIRD
oy 010J0q Jo3UO[ A[NI] B PajleMm 9y ‘SuryjAue Aes 3, upIip
OSSO U AN TOOP 9} UO A[IJOS pajoouy] 1 210J9q
QUOP Sem QUS JOYJB SOINUIW MIJ B J10J PAjIem PIysey

‘SuryiAue uedw 3, UpIp I ‘IJ 3, UPIP
1 21oyMm u1d)ed B 0jul 9A0YS 0) FUIAL) SeM PUI JOY
181} I)IND3s-uou Y "S9OUIPIOUIOD [P 9SO} JO duo isnl
SeM J] "9SIN09 JO ‘SuryiAue uedw 3, UpIp 1 Ing "peay 1oy
Ul SeM PUBLLLY 9[IYM SOO0] PIO0UY UOT dARY Jsnul
Krowowr Ay T, pI 197103 PasO[o Ay} Jo dnse[d JI9s ‘(009
A} UO YD PAYSN[F JOY PISAI AYS Sk “I9Y 03 JIL(q dUIed
J1 9By} OP 0} Pasn AYS MOY U2JJ03I0] A[IIIUD PBY ISSf
"SUOISIA 9} pue s)soys 2y} woJ Jrede uaAd ‘usaq p,oys
103eUd9) [ensnun ‘A[ouo] & JeYA\ ‘AqqoY O[N] Pes Y
(91 a4, n04 Ji ffin1s 123.40f 0] [puLiou 1 S1 yonuL MOff
Js1ods apparid
u1 2408 3u1jaaf sowjoulos dn aypm o3 [PuLIOU 71 S|
2
[Pa. Ul SS1Y 0] JUDM 1242 ] up]noys nod mouy nod jpyj
2U02UIOS SULSSTY JNOGD SUWDALP 2ADY 0] ADYO J1 ST
Juolf aund A2y aloym J2quidwio.
jou pup s200)d pa1om u1 sasin.iq putf oy ppq 1 S|
¢Apunf
Anod u1 Apoqawios yiim spuatif 1saq aq o3 Avyo 1 s|
ca4ay) nod 300} 1242u Ady) Avs spuaind ol

99

63

The only information in her memory came from her
own senses. What she saw, what she heard, what she
felt.

Everything she’d just seen, he had seen.
Everything she’d just heard, he had heard. Everything
she’d just felt, he had felt.

What a terrible mess.

She managed to work her way through all the steps
in order to say, “It isn’t what it looks like.”

It was Armand’s turn to remain silent. She couldn’t
bring herself to turn and face him, to see how he must
be looking at her. A mess, a mess, an awful mess. He’d
been through that, had it forced into his brain from
hers, and he didn’t have enough of the context to
realize it couldn’t possibly be real. And now he would
be assuming all kinds of completely mistaken things,
simply because he didn’t know any better.

“Someone made that up and then put it in my
brain. Or it was—a shapeshifter. Maybe an illusion
spell. Witches can do that, right? Witches can do a lot.”

Silence from Armand. Silence from Rashid, too;
his eyes kept darting from her to the vampire behind
her and back. Jesse couldn’t look at him anymore,
either. She crossed her legs and stared down at her
hands in her lap.

“It’s not what it looks like,” she repeated, hardly
louder than a whisper, “I promise.”

“What did it look like?”” Rashid asked, his worry so
extreme now that it was tipping over into frustration.

The silence stretched, on and on. Jesse wished her
heart would stop beating so fast. It was all a mistake, a
terrible mistake, but she was too upset to properly
explain it to them both so that they could just
understand. She had to get a handle on herself. Stop
being so fucked up over a stupid disgusting lie
someone had put in her head.

When Armand spoke, his voice was back to some
approximation of normal. Cool, crisp, matter-of fact. “It
would appear that Jesse’s aunt is the vampire
responsible for tampering with her memories.”

“Well. Well, alright. That makes sense. It fits. That
explains the stuff you said about her being so paranoid
about the Talamasca, Jesse. She didn’t want the order to
figure out what she was and expose her,” Rashid said.
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why she loved archaeology, why she loved her work
with the order.

It was all too complicated, too deeply felt for her to
put it into words. So, she simply said:

“Bullshit. I want to keep going.”

They kept going.

As they did, two patterns emerged: patterns that
left Jesse’s head spinning with the weight of everything
that they forced her to reconsider about herself and her
life.

The first pattern seemed to account for nearly half
of her erased memories: over and over, Jesse called
Maharet with questions.

She called because she became curious about
Maharet’s background, her life, her health. Too many
unknowns, no good reason why she shouldn’t have the
answers. Wasn’t it her responsibility, as a loving and
devoted niece, to know the name of her aunt’s doctor
and the last time she’d gotten her routine cancer
screenings?

She called because noticed discrepancies in the
things Maharet told her—about the Great Family, about
herself, and especially about the history between the
two of them. When had they first met? When had they
last met? How did Maharet know things about Jesse
that she could not ever remember telling her or anyone?

She called because she repeatedly discovered the
gaping holes in her own memory and became
suspicious of their source. Could it be neurological?
Supernatural? Could Maharet help her figure it out?
Could Maharet help her, please? It was so frightening,
remembering too much and not enough all at the same
time. Years of her life with almost nothing there; at the
same time, fragmentary impressions of places she had
never been, conversations she had never had, things
that could not have happened to her.

Every time, without fail, Maharet was her first call.
Hadn’t she been telling Jesse for her entire life that she
could make any problem better, if Jesse was only brave
enough to tell her about it? Hadn’t she reassured Jesse
that she would always believe her, no matter how far-
fetched the story—convinced her, as well, that no one
else would? Under the guise of protection, of course.
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it—that something else was coming. She wouldn’t be
able to stop that, either. She never could.

Jesse twitched as Maharet pulled her fingers free; it
set off a shimmery little aftershock that ran all the way
up her spine. Maharet smiled down at her fondly,
petting her hair back from where it was stuck to her
face with sweat and tears. Maharet had always loved
her hair. Loved to brush it, to braid it, to put their heads
together so that Jesse’s hair blended with Maharet’s hair
and they were impossible to tell apart. See? Just like
mine. Exactly like mine.

“There you go. Feeling quieter now? That’s good,
my darling. You needed that badly, didn’t you? I'm
sorry. I shouldn’t go so long between visits. Time
moves so much faster for you.”

And Jesse understood the truth, then. She’d known
it already, in a wordless way—her skin had known, her
blood had known, her guts had known, her bones had
known. But now her mind knew, too, for a moment at
least. This was not the first time. This was not the
second or third or fourth. This was something that kept
happening to her.

Jesse stared at the ceiling, the tears sliding now and
then from the corners of her eyes, sluggish and warm.
One of the screws in her light fixture didn’t sit quite
straight. How had she never noticed that before? It
stuck out a few centimeters, off-kilter. The whole thing
could come crashing down on her at any moment. She
felt Maharet touch the punctures on her thigh, fill them
with a brief itching heat. She remained boneless and
unprotesting as Maharet tugged her underwear back on,
fussing until it sat right. Then her pajama pants, then
the warm wool socks that her parents had sent as a
Christmas present a month before. Putting everything
back in order. Covering her tracks.

“You don’t have to erase it.”

Useless, to plead. Jesse knew that. But she had to
at least try.

“I won’t tell anyone. I won’t even mention it to
you.”

If only she could have this one thing. Make this
one choice for herself. If only she could at least hold
onto the knowledge of what her life was. She made
herself say the words she thought might work.
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her first girlfriend after she moved to London. Judith.
She’d been a shy, soft-spoken receptionist at Jesse’s
gym. She was 6’1" and had a thick black braid that
went all the way down to the backs of her thighs. How
Jesse had enjoyed watching her brushing her hair. It
always made her want to bury her face in the glossy
mass of it.

The date took place in summer, which made no
sense; they’d started going out in February and Judith
had ghosted her by mid-April. Same story as always—
done with her after a few months. Except here it was: a
memory of the two of them in tank tops, walking
through the Sir John Soane’s Museum holding hands.
They got gelato afterwards and Jesse laughed so much
at Judith’s terrible puns that her sides ached. When they
said goodbye that evening, Judith set her finger under
Jesse’s chin, tilting her face up to kiss it, and Jesse
thought: I'm in love. This is what being in love feels
like.

In the brief moment between one memory and the
next, Jesse wondered how this moment had gotten
mixed in with the rest. Could it be just an accident—the
memory buried because of its proximity in her mind to
something else? Why had she been so sure she stopped
seeing Judith months before she did? Had she gotten
the dates wrong? Was it all a coincidence?

Except that the next memory was similar. A
different woman (Neda) and a different year (2018), but
still another relationship Jesse had believed was over
months before the memory took place. Such a simple
scene: a memory of lying in bed with her cheek against
Neda’s thigh, planning—in a half-joking, half-earnest
way that filled her stomach with butterflies—how they
might decorate a flat if they both lived in it together.
There was a similar texture to her feelings present:
exhilaration, attraction, fondness, love, hope. Above all
else, hope. The sense that this might be i¢, finally, after
she had almost given up. Someone who would stick
around to see all the parts of her she’d never been able
to show. Someone who would weave themselves into
her life, change her, be changed by her, be a part of who
she was, even if it wasn’t forever...

Another memory of Judith. Both of them sprawled
out on the hardwood floor of Jesse’s apartment, a little
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tucked up inside her, snug and deep.

Now that she saw, Jesse realized she’d been feeling
it the entire time. Maharet’s hands were always so cold,
but right now her fingers felt warm—warmer than the
thumb rubbing lazy circles against her clit. They must
have been inside her long enough to fully soak up her
body heat. The fingers curled, flexed, curled, flexed;
Jesse’s cunt gave a hungry involuntary clench around
them. So much blood concentrated in the area, she felt
the throb of it, felt herself all soft and plump and hot
and slick. That was the sound she’d been hearing, over
and over and over: Maharet fingering her, slow and
relentless. Jesse’s thighs and stomach were trembly and
tense; her hips rocked themselves into the contact
without asking her permission. She was close, she was
so close, when had that happened?

What was happening?

“That’s it, Jesse, just like that, go ahead, good girl,
make yourself feel nice.”

Her cunt gave another fluttery spasm at the words,
filthy words from a voice that shouldn’t be saying
them, Maharet’s voice, her aunt s voice. Her aunt, who
was in her bed and in her body and bending over her
once more, lapping up the blood that was oozing down
her thigh from two neat puncture wounds. She sank her
teeth in again and the jolt of pain was just enough to
jumpstart Jesse’s brain.

“Oh God. Oh God, what’re you doing?”’

Jesse tried to pull her knees together and shut her
legs, to get free. Maharet grabbed one knee and held it
down to the bed, kept her spread open. She did it so
easily, so carefully. As if Jesse had no more strength in
her muscles than a baby.

“Shush now, it’s only a wicked little dream. A
harmless little fantasy in your head while you sleep.
You can just let yourself enjoy it.”

Jesse’s breath hitched: was it on a moan, or a sob?
Mabharet’s thumb started to rub at her clit faster, just the
way Jessie usually did it when she was getting herself
off. Like Maharet knew her body by rote. Like she’d
done this many, many times before. The feeling was too
much; she was going to come, she couldn’t help it, she
couldn’t hold it off much longer.

Her arms were heavy and so hard to move. Jesse



