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“You want to?”
“Yes.”
“You want to be with me?”
6$Yes'9’

For an instant, a piercing pain at her throat. Two
sharp pinpricks, and then a flooding warmth spreading
out across every inch of her skin. Something happened
in her body; wave after wave of ecstasy crashed
through her. Jesse cried out. Her legs shook. She
thought that maybe she came, but she wasn’t entirely
sure. It was so hard to tell, when everything was going
blurry and soft around her like a wonderful dream.

In the brief space between the memories, Jesse
realized, This was the end of that night, my third year at
Columbia, when I met her in person for the first time.
Please, please let that really be the first time I met her.
Please let just that one thing be true...

“I’ve never seen you wear that before, it’s so cute,”
said her college roommate, Brooke.

“It’s for special occasions only,” Jesse explained,
looking into the mirror and adjusting the cloth collar
slightly. It went well with the black scoop-neck she’d
put on; her cheeks pinked a little as she wondered what
Maharet was going to say when she saw it.

“Looks fucking great with your tits,” Brooke said.
It had only taken Jesse a few days to realize that was
simply how she talked: vulgar, brash. She was the kind
of straight where she could speak like that about
another woman’s body and never consider for an instant
that it might be misinterpreted. Jesse had planned on
being out, at college, but she’s been putting it off. She
had a feeling Brooke was going to be weird about it.

“So, what’s the special occasion?”’

“My aunt’s visiting.”

Brooke’s eyebrows climbed. “That § your ‘my aunt
is visiting’ outfit?”” She let out a tschh of air and looked
Jesse up and down. Jesse saw herself in the mirror; she
saw what Brooke must be seeing. The tight jeans, the
tighter shirt, the double buns she’d twisted her hair up
into, the eyeliner and pink lip gloss. “Damn, you guys
must be...close, huh?”

She added a laugh at the end to make it clear she
was joking. Jesse knew she was also not joking, a little.
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chapter nine
echoes

So different from the intimacy of letters. They had
even walked through Central Park in the pitch darkness
together, Maharet telling Jesse there was not the
slightest reason to be afraid. And it had seemed entirely
normal then, hadn't it? And so beautiful, as if they were
following the paths of an enchanted forest, fearing
nothing, talking in excited yet hushed voices. How
divine to feel so safe!

- Queen of the Damned

The necklace. The necklace. So many memories
wearing that necklace, all unraveling one after the
other. Armand had set off an avalanche without
realizing it.

The first began with an overwhelming dizziness.
Jesse felt so lightheaded. The taste of wine lingered in
her mouth, but it couldn’t just be that. She knew what it
felt like to be drunk—at this point it was being sober
she was having a hard time remembering. This was
more than only alcohol. She felt shivery and weak.
Enervated. She barely had the strength to keep herself
on her hands and knees.

The cloth of the necklace was damp with sweat,
clinging to her skin. Beneath her, the chain with its
little pearl at the end swayed like a pendulum. It swung
and swung, its momentum renewed each time Jesse’s
body jolted forward from the force of a thrust. The
pearl hung so low it nearly brushed against the fur of
the rug. The fur felt lovely, twisted tight between her
fingers as she held on. Maharet’s hands were warmer
than Jesse had ever felt them before, gripping her waist.
Moving her. Pulling her back to meet it, every time she
rolled her hips forward and filled Jesse up.

Jesse couldn’t remember deciding on the dildo;
most times, Maharet liked for her to pick, liked how
much Jesse still flushed and stuttered when she pointed
and said this one, please. She couldn’t remember how
they’d ended up on the floor of her bedroom. What had
she been doing before this? What had happened, to
make her so thirsty, so dizzy—
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this.

“If someone is giving my seventeen-year-old
daughter expensive necklaces, it’s my business.”

Maria’s voice had gone so serious. Jesse shifted in
her chair. It sounded like she was really worried that
something bad was happening. She didn’t want to break
her promise to aunt Maharet, but Maria was freaking
out and she didn’t see any other option.

“You don’t have to make it sound gross, it’s only
from aunt Maharet, okay?”

Maria made a frustrated, abortive gesture with her
hand. “Well, why didn’t you just say that, Jesse?”

“I don’t know! She didn’t want me to tell you!”

Which should have ended the whole thing. But for
some reason, Maria went still. She had that worried
look on her face again, which was stupid. This whole
thing was just a giant overreaction.

“Does she give you a lot of things she doesn’t want
you to tell us about?”

Jesse folded her arms across her chest and
shrugged.

Maria went to the phone on the wall and started
flipping through her little address book. Looking for
Mabharet’s number, no doubt. Jesse’s heart began to race
with fear; it had only sped up a little, during the entirety
of their argument. Now she felt like it might burst out
of her ribcage.

She pulled her cell phone from her pocket—
normally she would never do that if Maria was in the
room, but she didn’t even look up—and texted with
shaking fingers.

Maria found my special necklace
and | had to tell her it was from
you she's about to call you I'm
really really sorry.

No response, from Maharet, but then again that
made sense, because in that space of time Maria had
found the right number and punched it in. Jesse
watched in frozen horror. Maria looked at her, her
frown deepening.

“You’re not in trouble, Jesse.”

But she was. She was in very, very bad trouble, just
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“Oh! Okay. So are you gonna stay at the house?
I’'m sure Mom and Dad won’t mind. We can get out the
air mattress and I’ll sleep on the floor and you can have
my bed, I don’t mind.”

“That’s very generous, Jesse. You’re such a sweet
little thing. You’d do that, for me?”

Jesse’s face went hot with embarrassed happiness.
She wasn’t sure anyone had ever called her that before.
Sweet little thing. She probably would’ve hated it if
anyone else said it. But Maharet could call her that, if
she wanted to.

“Of course,” Jesse insisted, her conviction
absolute. “You’re my best friend in the whole world,
I’d do anything for you, aunt Maharet, you know that.”

Mabharet made an odd sort of sound then—soft and
high and breathy. She choked it off quickly, but it rang
in Jesse’s ears. It sounded... intense. Strange.

“Are you sure you’re feeling alright? Maybe you
should take a break and sit down?”

It took Maharet a little bit to answer: she was just
gasping for breath now, harsh and loud through the
crackly connection.

“I should. I’ll—talk to Matthew and Maria about—
about perhaps coming to visit.”

Jesse didn’t like that ‘perhaps’; all other thoughts
flew from her mind and she pleaded, not caring how
childish and annoying she might sound.

“Pleceaaase, please, please please aunt Maharet,
please come visit, [ want to meet you so much!”

Mabharet laughed, breathless and low, and the
memory ended.

For the space of a few breaths, Jesse was back in
the hotel. She saw the light fixture, felt Armand’s
forehead against hers. She understood what her younger
self had not; she knew exactly what she’d been hearing
on the other end of the line. Maharet had gotten that
picture and called her up, touching herself as she talked
to Jesse, as she imagined seeing her in that necklace, as
she planned what she would do to her while she wore
it...

What she would do to her...

It felt different, this time, plunging into the
memories. Armand did not even have a chance to use
his powers: a knot of overlapping seams tore open on
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time on her. Why should she—such a rich and busy and
vibrant life. So very many other members of the Great
Family she could be spoiling.

Jesse learned to be more careful.

Another memory. Jesse had the briefest moment of
awareness in the transition and wondered when they
would ever stop. Would she be trapped in this
unspooling thread for minutes more, or hours? Then
she was lost again.

Jesse’s alarm went off at 6:00 on school days; like
any other morning, she rolled over and pressed the big
button on top to silence its harsh squawking. Only once
it was quiet did she realize she was naked. That was
weird. She didn’t sleep naked—she was pretty sure that
only people in books did that.

But she wasn’t completely bare, though. For some
reason, she was wearing her special necklace.

Jesse sat up and started unhooking the clasps,
confused and uncomfortable. Her bed felt weird. All
rumpled and kind of damp. Had she been sweating that
much in her sleep? Her pajamas were in a heap on the
floor, so maybe she’d gotten overheated and pulled
them off while she was half asleep. She didn’t
remember doing it, but it made sense. It didn’t explain
the necklace, but Jesse would take half an explanation
over none.

She got up and tucked the necklace away in its
usual spot. Maybe she was sick. The flu came with
aches, didn’t it? The muscles in her thighs and butt felt
oddly sore. Not just that, either. She hurt between her
legs. Not like cramps—it was a different feeling. It got
worse, when she moved around, so she grabbed a
bathrobe, wrapped it around herself, and laid back
down. As she was putting it on, she noticed the bruises.
Just a few of them, no more than coin-sized, scattered
around her hips and legs and the soft flesh of her inner
upper arms.

When Maria arrived to check on her progress
getting ready for school, she said she wasn’t feeling
very good. It wasn’t even a lie. Maria came to the bed
and laid the back of her hand against Jesse’s forehead.

“You don’t feel hot, but you look so pale. Do you
wanna go to the doctor, honey?”

Jesse shifted; as she moved, she felt a sharp stab of
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Glancing over her shoulder to confirm for about the
thirtieth time that her door was locked, Jesse pinched at
her nipples. Trying to get them as pert and pink as she
could for the photo. She posed her body at a different
angle, held her breath, and took a few shots.

It was tempting to keep adjusting, keep perfecting
it. But before she could try a third round, a text
message from Maharet came through, asking simply:

Are you there, darling?

Jesse’s heart lurched. She stared at the photo. She
hadn’t managed to get her face in it. It showed a sliver
of her lower lip at the top, and cut off an inch or so
beneath her navel. It did something funny to her
stomach, seeing her own body like that. Like it didn’t
belong to a specific person. A mannequin. A snapshot
from the wrong kind of website.

Her insides squirmed with discomfort. In the back
of her mind, a little voice telling her she shouldn’t be
doing this. It was bad. She wasn’t supposed to let
people see her body like that. But it wasn’t for people.
It was just for Maharet. Maharet was family. Maharet
was safe. All that advice was about weird gross
strangers, not her aunt.

Is the clasp giving you trouble? |
know it's a little tricky the first few
times.

Besides, what excuse could she make for not
sending it? What would she even say? If she told
Maharet she wasn’t comfortable, which was only half
true anyway, that would make it sound like...like she
thought Maharet was being weird. Maharet wasn’t
weird! It would make her so sad if she thought Jesse
thought that about her. It wasn’t Maharet’s fault that
Jesse had hang-ups. Dumb silly hang-ups like a dumb
unsophisticated American kid who cared too much
about people seeing her body. She didn’t want Maharet
thinking she was like that, getting disappointed in her,
like she was just the same as other people.

She didn’t want to make her sad, and Maharet was
waiting. And she did love the necklace.
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“Before bed,” Maharet said, “I was thinking I’d
take a bath. Wash off the city grime. Would you like to
join me?”

(For a split second, the memory juddered, an
unnatural vibration running through the whole scene.
Like a tape that was starting to come off its reel.)

Jesse had seen how huge the bathtub was, when
she’d done her once-over of the hotel room after they
checked in. It was clearly meant for more than one
person at once. That struck her as scandalous; she’d
even joked about it. Maharet had given a rolling shrug
and said that was normal for a lot of countries. Jesse
had felt stupid and naive. Almost fifteen, but she was
still a dumb kid. She needed to learn to shut her big fat
mouth.

“Do you want me to?” Jesse didn’t know why she
felt anxious. Butterflies in her stomach. “I might splash
you.”

Mabharet laughed. She was already taking down her
hair.

“I don’t mind a little splashing.”

This was the whole thing about growing up, Jesse
knew. She couldn’t let herself be scared of stuff just
because it was different or she’d never done it before.
The only way to become mature was to try things even
if they were scary. And when better to test that faculty
in herself than here, with Maharet? It was the safest
possible place she could be.

“Okay.”

(At the sound of the water turning on, it happened
again. The whole room gave a shudder, going out of
focus, like it would shake apart into nothing.)

Mabharet was already in the tub when Jesse came to
join her. She watched the whole time, as Jesse took off
her clothes.

(Another little earthquake, rattling the memory
apart; this time, parts of it fell away and did not come
back. The color of the tiles on the floor, the warm damp
humidity in the air, the faint sound of the Bollywood
film the person in the neighboring room was watching.
The memory halted, this time, as it happened, and Jesse
had one moment of awareness in which to wonder what
was going on...)

“Sit facing that way, so I can wash your hair, my
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against that shirt. The colors are
too close, and these phone
cameras can only get so much
detail. Could you show me what it
looks like without it?

It took a few readings of the text for Jesse to
understand what Maharet meant. At first, she thought,
without the pearl? But it wasn’t detachable. Then she
wondered, without the phone camera? Did Maharet
want her to go and get a proper camera, sneak
downstairs and borrow Matthew’s one that he used for
taking pictures of bugs he’d never seen before that he
came across in his walks with Maria?

Then she realized, with a little flutter low in her
stomach, that Maharet meant without her shirt.

She felt embarrassed, that the first picture hadn’t
been good enough, that she hadn’t put the necklace on
the right way. Jesse hooked the clasp on a different link
of the little chain at the back of her neck, so that the
cloth was flush with her skin. Even more
uncomfortable, now, though not cutting off circulation.

She took off her shirt, too.

Jesse stared at herself in the mirror, turning from
side to side, trying to imagine the way it would come
out when she snapped the picture. It looked even worse
than with her shirt on. The pale green bralette she was
wearing made her chest look flatter and more babyish.
It was a size too big; Maria had insisted on buying it
that way. You don t need a lot of support yet, anyway.
Gives you some room to grow into it. The humiliation
of that. Buy the garment now and wait for her stupid
body to catch up.

Embarrassed and miserable, Jesse yanked the
bralette off and looked in the mirror once again. The
necklace did look a little better, now that her chest was
bare. The dangling pearl nestled neatly between her
breasts—each one still only a comfortable little handful
—Tlike it belonged right there. Maharet had been right:
the gold of the chain looked good against her bare skin,
thin as a thread, going up up up, past her clavicles, to
the cloth collar wrapped snug around her pale throat. It
looked exotic and grown-up and sexy. She looked
exotic and grown-up and sexy.
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didn’t know how to ask her to stop without making her
upset.

“And then you came along. I didn’t notice it until
you were six or so. [ can’t remember earlier than that
myself, so I don’t know what Mekare looked like as a
baby. But once I saw that picture Matthew sent of your
first day of kindergarten, I knew. You were my twin,
my sister, brought back to me in a new form.”

As she said it, so quick Jesse almost thought she
imagined it, Maharet cupped her breast. Put her hand
over it, gave a little squeeze. Then it had moved away,
before Jesse could even react.

(Those unfamiliar hands, pinching at tiny, dark
nipples. Smaller hands, trying to push them away. A
wordless whimper of fear and confusion. A rumbling
soft man’s laugh. More words he didn’t understand.
Something hard, poking against the back of his leg. He
tried to move away from it. The hands pulled him
back.)

“Your hair, your hair, ah, your beautiful hair...”
Mabharet gathered it up and lifted it to kiss it, dark and
heavy with water in her hands.

(The overlapping memories were corroding one
another. More and more pieces began to fall away—
faster and faster, from the scene with Maharet, until
only her voice was left, echoing over the other one, the
bath with the boy in it, who was crying so quietly it
was hard to even hear it.)

“Jesse,” Maharet’s voice, velvet and warm, “When
I’'m done washing your hair, will you let me show you
something nice?”

(Amadeo, Amadeo—)

The memories broke apart.

Jesse was jolted violently back into her body. It
took a while to remember where she was and what was
happening. Once she did, she realized something had
gone very, very wrong with that last memory.

“Armand?” Rashid said, and Jesse realized she’d
heard him say it a few times before already. So it must
be Armand who was making those little noises. Rashid
was still holding onto her hand, but he had moved off
the bed. He was kneeling on the floor beside it, bending
low to look underneath. That was where the sounds
were coming from, Jesse realized. All those shivery,
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to me, through you.”

Jesse couldn’t stop smiling after their call was
over, thinking about that. She liked the idea of being a
gift from the universe. It made her feel important. Like
she’d been specially molded, just to be loved by
Mabharet. Like she had a place, a purpose, a guarantee
of what she was for in the grand scheme of things.

It all made sense. She was a gift to Maharet, and
she loved Maharet, and Maharet loved her, and that was
why Maharet gave her so many gifts back.

Once more, Jesse felt it, when Armand finally got a
grip on the place where her recollections were stitched
together over something. He tore through, and she lost
all sense of herself in the memory

Mabharet had told her last night on the phone that
there was a present waiting for her in their box. She
wouldn’t say what it was. Jesse was too eager to know;
she skipped her after-school music lesson and went
right away to pick it up. It’d be trouble, if her instructor
called Matthew and Maria, but he’d never ratted her out
to them before, the few times she hadn’t shown up.
This would give her a whole hour home alone, before
her parents returned from work, to enjoy whatever it
was.

In her bedroom, she unfolded the crisp tissue paper
she’d found inside the padded envelope. Once it was
unwrapped, though, Jesse wasn’t entirely sure what it
was. There was a band of soft golden cloth,
embroidered with intricate floral patterns in rich greens
and reds. Gold chains, as fine and delicate as threads,
dangled from the cloth — two in symmetrical loops, and
a longer one between them, ending in a single
suspended pearl.

It must be some kind of jewelry, based on the
clasp, but Jesse wasn’t sure exactly how to wear it.

She texted Maharet, whose response came right
away.

It's a necklace. A choker, | think
they call it nowadays. I've not seen
one in this precise style for along
time. It reminds me of the ones
we used to wear, when we were
your age.
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right now, but she wanted to hug him tight.

There must be some way she could help. She let go
of Rashid’s hand and slid her legs to the edge of the
bed, about to join him on the floor. But Rashid signaled
for her to stop. He didn’t take his eyes away from under
the bed as he said, his voice very calm, but very firm.

“I’m sorry, but I’'m going to have to insist that you
stay where you are for right now, Jesse. Armand is very,
very afraid at the moment and he doesn’t understand
where he is or if he’s in danger. If you startle him, he
might panic and hurt you, and I would very much like
that not to happen. So if you could just stay on the bed
and stay quiet, I’'m going to calm him down, and I’1l let
you know when it’s safe to talk and move. Okay?”

He glanced up just long enough to catch her nod,
and then looked underneath the bed again. It was such a
narrow space. Jesse was surprised Armand had been
able to fit. Then again, perhaps that had been the
appeal. A wounded animal, wedging itself into a crevice
too narrow for a predator to reach in and grab it.

Rashid went back to his message, cycling through
languages. Repeating it again and again, until
eventually, his voice thick with tears, Armand replied,
“Maitre?”

Rashid’s French was flawless as he answered back,
saying that no, his Maitre wasn’t here, but Rashid was,
didn’t he remember Rashid? And it was 2022, and
Armand was in London, with their friend Jesse, and
they were in that hotel he liked so much, and nothing
bad was happening, and it was safe for him to come out
as soon as he decided he wanted to. Gradually, the
panicky breathing slowed down, the small whimpers
subsiding into silence. It felt like it took a long time,
but Jesse didn’t move or make a sound, like Rashid had
asked.

There was a soft scraping sound as Armand slid
himself out from underneath the bed. Expensive as this
hotel was, it was clear that housekeeping was not all
that thorough, when it came to sweeping under the
beds. There were a considerable number of cobwebs
clinging to Armand when he emerged. He sat up,
hitched a shivery post-sobbing-fit breath, and began to
pluck them off.

Rashid didn’t reach for him or ask him any
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letter. This was always how they did it—after Jesse
finished a book Maharet sent, she’d write with her
opinions. This time, Jesse didn’t know what to say. She
felt awkward and shy and wished she’d liked the book
more. She wished, a little bit, that Maharet had sent her
something else. But she didn’t say that. She just wrote
that she wasn’t sure short stories were her favorite.

Jesse felt Armand in her mind, nudging her along
as the memory ended. Looking through what else she
remembered of her gifts from Maharet—the public and
the private ones. When they came along, what they
meant to Jesse, how they changed her relationship with
her aunt.

When she was fourteen, her parents moved to a
different neighborhood in New York, and Maharet
bought her her very first cell phone. So you can keep up
with all the friends you 're going to make at your new
school, and call your parents if you ever need to.

Jesse had been thrilled. She never made the friends,
of course, but it was nice to have the phone just in case
she ever did. It was sleck and small and pink; Jesse
decorated it with a beaded tassel and some cute stickers
that she had been saving.

A few weeks later, Maharet sent a second phone to
their box.

Tlis ene’s 4 e Wo of wa. Your partsts
WW%W%%WW%M,M
Tets and calls are 10 ceperainel | don't want 1o g1
WWW&&M&MW%%M."‘M%W@!
401 you Mis ont, Too. So we can juat et whenewer
we wird dnd you don'l bave o worry. | dow't wand
Matthew and M%MWme,
Yhough, 10 we sbhould prolally beep 1 4 seened.

It was an old comfortable routine by then, their
shared secrets. It made Jesse so proud that aunt Maharet
trusted her so very much. They joked about it a lot.
Mabharet always said what a good spy she would make
—secrets went in and never came out. The
governments of the world weren’t going to be ready for
her.

Jesse liked having the second phone. She carried it
with her everywhere, tucked at the bottom of her
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solely on her own aims. Why on Earth had it felt so
critical to her? This goal of undoing every single
alteration, no matter how small, no matter how
traumatic the process. What lay behind that sick
completionism?

Was it just the old curiosity? The archaeologist in
her, the agent of the Talamasca in her? Was she being a
thorough researcher? Or had some part of her been
desperately groping for a nebulous idea of purity? Had
she been secretly hoping that if it was all undone, every
single stitch in her mind, she could pretend the
mutilation had never occurred in the first place?

“No more early stuff,” she declared, the words
muffled from the way her cheek was mashed against
Armand’s shoulder. “Not if we can avoid it. Okay?”

“Okay,” Armand echoed. He didn’t say thank you,
but he did squeeze her a bit tighter.

“It’s in a box, in a drawer in my room at the
Motherhouse,” Jesse said. They were at the table again.
More tea for Jesse and Rashid. No blood for Armand,
although Rashid had offered. He had, however, changed
into clothes with a little less dust on them. “I don’t have
a whole lot from back home. Moving internationally,
you know? You can’t bring too much. But I had room
for that.”

A pause, and then she added, “T wonder if she still
puts it on me.”

She shouldn’t have said that out loud; Rashid
flinched like he’d been hit. This had to be so hard for
him. Being on the outside, concerned about them both,
unable to help apart from making tea. The tea helped a
lot, but he probably wouldn’t believe that, no matter
what she said.

They were supposed to be off in Barton-upon-
Whatever, or else Jesse would’ve proposed a little
detour to the Motherhouse to destroy that necklace. She
still planned to do it once all this was over. She hadn’t
settled on a method yet. How hot did a fire need to get,
to melt gold chains? She was going to need to do a little
research. It would be worth it. How good it was going
to feel, destroying something Maharet had found
beautiful. Taking it away from her.

But there was something else Jesse could do, she
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Not all that different from a book report, except that the
books Maharet sent were always interesting, and she
could be totally honest about her opinions. Now and
then, Maharet would argue back gently. Ask her to
reconsider from a different angle, or re-read a certain
passage. It all made Jesse feel very adult, and very
respected, and very important.

So many years later, Maharet still liked sending
Jesse gifts. They had simply stopped being secrets once
she moved out of her parents’ house. But it had been
harmless, their little clandestine game of favoritism. It
had been completely innocent.

Except...

Except.

Jesse felt it in her mind when Armand found the
hidden memory. Felt him dig his fingers in and pry it
open.

When Jesse was twelve, Maharet sent a book to
their box; Jesse found a little note in the packaging
saying maybe it shouldn’t go on the shelf with all the
others.
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Jesse glowed with pride reading the note. Just
earlier that week she had burst into tears when Matthew
refused to let her go see an R-rated film that all the
older kids at her school kept talking about. But aunt
Maharet talked to her like an adult. She knew Jesse
wasn’t a naive little kid anymore.
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hesitation a wordless question.

“Keep going,” Jesse said.

He pulled her hair into a ponytail and then re-
braided it, quick and efficient. Less mess that way,
probably. Jesse stayed still while he did it, and soon
enough she heard the rasp of the scissors as he began to
cut. Her head was a froth of overlapping memories—
some freshly unburied, others now unrecognizable in
the new light of her knowledge. Maharet brushing her
hair, braiding it, washing it, stroking it, kissing it,
pulling it as she—

“I used to do this for the other boys at the palazzo,”
Armand said, very quietly. Jesse seized onto the words
like a lifeline, trying to distract herself from the chaotic
churn of remembered touches.

“The palazzo?” she asked.

“In Venice, where I grew up. I liked finding little
ways to make myself useful. The other boys all assisted
my master with his painting, but [—"

A pause, as Armand searched for the right words.
In a way, his words were like the fragments of his
memories had been. Sparse, but laden with so many
implications. It wasn’t hard to begin to construct a story
around them. He had not understood Italian in the
memory, so—not a native to that country. He had said
his ‘master’. It could mean a variety of things, but
something in his tone...and Jesse knew how common
slavery had been in Venice in the Renaissance. Occam’s
razor suggested that Armand’s master who painted was
probably the same person that did the one in the
Talamasca’s vault. ‘The Temptation of Amadeo’. That
name landed differently, now.

She wasn’t going to ask him about it. She was just
going to listen.

“I couldn’t bear to. So I kept everyone’s hair neat.
And I learned how to shave, and I did that for the older
boys, too. We—Ilooked after each other.”

Had all of the boys been slaves, Jesse wondered.
Had that man abused all of them, or only Armand? Had
he believed he had a right to do it, since Armand was
his property? Did Maharet think of Jesse as her
property? Not legally, anymore, but Armand had said
Maharet must be even older than him. She had come
from a time of slavery. Of families owning their
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experienced that a lot: people asserting that he owed
them information about his past.

“I think,” she said, “you don’t owe me shit, and I’d
much rather get to know you the normal way.”

That earned her a smile—something warm and a
little shy—before Armand lifted his mug and drank the
last of the blood.

“You don’t owe me anything. I meant that. But...if
you’re willing to do the earlier memories, I think we
should. If I’'m going to get the complete picture, [ need
to know how it started.”

I need to know how much it'’s my fault.

Armand started and Jesse realized he must have
overheard her stray thought. He did not comment on it.
He delivered no lectures about victimhood and blame,
the way she thought Rashid might have if she’d said it
aloud.

He merely said, “T will try.”

“This is going to be considerably more challenging
than it was with the memories you made as an adult—"

“I know,” Jesse cut him off, “I’m ready. As ready
as I can be.”

“I was not referring to emotional difficulty. I am
trying to explain the...technical challenges, for want of
a better word. The further back I go, the murkier your
memories will be. That is entirely to be expected. It
would be the same in Rashid or any other human. We
won’t be able to simply dive in, as we have up ‘til now.
I will need to search in order to find the edits. Sift
through your intact memories and thoughts on your
childhood until I come across them. Only then I can
undo what has been done.”

Armand was...nervous. Anxious, as if asking her
permission.

“Yeah, sure. Whatever you need to do.”

He fidgeted. Even with that clear go-ahead, he kept
hesitating, “I wanted you to know that this is not mere
voyeurism. [ am not prying for the sake of it, out of
prurience—"

“Armand,” she cut him off, “In the nicest way
possible, duh. I know you’ve already gotten way more
of the immersive Jesse Reeves experience than you
ever could’ve wanted. I never in a million years



