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one. It is a human femur and we need to contact the
authorities and report it so they can investigate.”

Santino looked, for some reason, as if Christmas
had come early. He sat back in his chair, beaming and
glancing between the two of them, like he was about to
get a show. Jesse bit the inside of her cheek; she would
not shrink or apologize. She respected her aunt
immensely. She didn’t enjoy it, backtalking her like
this. But at this exact moment, Jesse was the one who
had the knowledge and who knew the correct
procedures.

Mabharet got to her feet slowly, each deliberate
movement radiating anger. Jesse would have quailed, if
she had been able to move. Her body had gone
unresponsive. She couldn’t open her mouth. She
couldn’t step away. She couldn’t twitch a single
muscle.

“You,” Maharet pronounced carefully, “Are an
insolent child who knows nothing.”

She tilted her head, looking Jesse up and down. As
if she were evaluating her. As if she were making a
decision. Maharet’s lips pursed, and Jesse’s stomach
churned with sudden, overwhelming nausea. All at once
she could move her body again, and it was a good
thing, too. She fell to her hands and knees and was
violently sick, coughing and retching, vomiting until
nothing came up but acid. Still, her body seized up,
trying to expel more, more. Her throat burned and her
abdomen ached from the force of it. She could barely
breathe; her vision was blurry with tears.

Mabharet gave a little wave of her hand, and Jesse
finally stopped retching. She gulped for air, her whole
body shaking as she wiped her mouth with the back of
her hand. She hoped Santino had not seen her with
trails of saliva hanging from her lips. She kept her eyes
down, because she didn’t want to know if he was still
smiling, now that she’d gotten her punishment.

“Clean it up,” Maharet said, coldly, “And never
speak to me like that in front of company again.”

Jesse nodded; she didn’t know if either of them
saw it. She kept her eyes down, her head bowed. Small,
repentant. No need for further correction. She listened

SeMm QUS (SAINUOIA O1)OIY oY) AQ WNQ[. }S9MIU )
01 SuTuQ)SI| sem QS asned9q Jey) 1] Joy uo dn dooro
01 9[qe Udq AJUo pey assaf Jey) paure[dxo e[o10BID)
(., Ioypowr Aw jou S,9YS,, ‘FUSWIYIA 00) “YoImb
00) ‘B[OI0RIN) 0} PIES AYS  ‘IYIoUW AU JOU S,YS,, "OWERYS
pue Suryyeo-jjos pue orued ojur doop paSund assaf
pue jsanq ssaurddey Jo 9[qqnq 19y usyMm sjudwow Aurj
—UOWWOd SeM ‘00 ‘SI]) “JOUIOW IOy SUNISIA JOWWNS
001U & SuIARY SEM 9SSO[ JI POYSE dUS "oJI] [eal ul uosiod
IOJOUR UO UIS IOAD PR 9SS SIAD UdI3 Jsoy3LIq
o) puUB SOOBIQ PeY AYS "9SS UeY) J3UNOA 1K B
:U90JUIU SeM OUS PUEB B[OIOBIL) SBM JWeU JoH “Jey) Jojje
poneyd Aoy, ‘suorsuewr Ajoods juerd jnoqe 10y3030)
Sury3ne[ dn papuo Loy pue Ajesnjoid pazi3ojode
0SSO[ '9snoY dY} 0} PU} PUE 00O PUE ‘UBI[O
0} Aep AI9AD BSOY BJUBS WOIJ UL SWED OYM UdWOM )
JO Quo paiIels A[[BIUAPIOOE ISSA[ ‘AIOWAUW QUO U]
‘pare[OSI AToA
‘AIOA PUB UNIp AI0A pue ‘Sunok A10A pue ‘Addey -own
o Jo 101 & ‘Addey uaaq pvy assor “2fij Aut fo jsarddpy
Y] SDM DUIOUOS' U JOULUNS DY ] "KeMme SOLIOWW
959 [[& 00} dYS uaym pajueldwl pey JoIeyey
BIUBW JBY) ‘A1 B A[2INUD 3, USeM 11 Jey) PAJeY oyS
“Pud 9y} Ul POAJONS
1.UPIP 9y ‘Sem I 10A9)eyM Ing ‘poudddey 31 uoym sown
M9J & FuIyIowos Aes 0] PAJUBM Y O] PSS PUBLLIY
"PONUI] QIOM S, PIYSEY PUE puey Joy IdYM punole
dn 1o pue opIs 19y uo [[0I Jnq SuryjAue op 03 d[qeun
‘paISN3SIp puB N ISSAL Y9 JBY} SALIOWAUW A} IOM
9SO ], 'J03U0D PUIl OU ‘UOIDIS00 OU—I)I 10} PagFaq
OUS USYM SOW) 9IOM QJOU) Ing "PIJI0J UdIQ ‘UMOP
pauurd usoq ‘payoLn uadq sAemye p oys J1 ‘rojdwis
[onur oS uedq 9AeY pinom jj -ooueydoooe paze[3
OJUI SUOISBAQ PUEB SOSNOXD S,9SSI[ FUIFessew ‘SnoroeIoA
PUR JUQ)SISUI IO JOAO [[B SBM JOIRYBIA 2IYM SAUO AU}
UBY) UOAD [OBWO)S 0} JOPJBY dI10M SOLIOWIW ASOY |,
. "djoy o 391" - Suryy 100 (oUO
oI ‘Qu oYM A[uo] svyj 338 nok pIg "nok je JoorT,,
‘JopuoMm }IM PayjeaIq pue paq dy} uo dn paquurd ays
uoyM ‘o10wAuE ABI3 ), UdIoM SOKD S JQIRYEIA 1B} 010U
UQAD ], UPIP QYS "I[WEIP PUL ASBI PUB SSI[UOIIOLL]
9q pinom 3uryIAIoAd 0s ‘919Y) 9q SAem[e ‘SAem[e 0} 1oy

891

169

appalled when Jesse confessed to never having heard a
song by them. So they’d ended up shoulder to shoulder,
sharing earbuds, sharing grins, bobbing their heads in
careful sync so the earbuds didn’t get yanked loose.

When Graciela finally said she should get back to
her work before she got in trouble, and Jesse went on
her way, she realized it had been a while since she’d
spoken to anyone but Maharet. How long, exactly? Idle
curiosity propelled her to check. She had to look at the
calendar—time was such a blur in this place. Jesse’s
stomach dropped when she realized it had been more
than two weeks since she’d spoken to anyone apart
from her aunt.

There were a few infrequent interruptions to their
isolation; in one memory, Mael returned after a few
days’ absence and brought visitors to the house. One of
them had curly black hair and a striking widow’s peak.
He spoke with a rather thick Italian accent, giving his
name as simply ‘Santino’. He kissed the back of Jesse’s
hand; she shivered and cracked a joke about how cold
his mouth was, which made everyone in the room smile
for some reason. He was delighted when Jesse—at
Mabharet’s urging—demonstrated that she could
converse with him in fluent Italian. He complimented
her warmly, but kept glancing at Maharet as he did it.
As though Jesse were an animal Maharet had trained,
and her success was Maharet’s, too. Jesse didn’t like
that very much.

When Jesse asked how Santino knew her aunt, he
laughed and said they were old friends. The exact same
non-answer that Mael had given. Santino reached into a
little pocket in his jacket and pulled out a ring with an
outrageously large emerald on it. Jesse wondered why
he just had that with him, but he was already sliding it
onto her finger. Touching her more than he had to, as he
did it. His hands were as icy as his mouth had been, his
nails strangely glassy and sharp. Like Maharet’s.
Mael’s, too, come to think of it...

Once the memory ended and they were back in the
hotel room, Armand laughed. A harsh, brittle sound. He
was smiling that awful, gut-wrenching smile that didn’t
reach his eyes.

“Of course,” he said, shaking his head, “Of course,
your aunt is friends with Santino.”
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line was dead.

“It’s getting worse,” Jesse said to Rashid and
Armand, during a break. She had a glass of water
clutched in her hands; Rashid had insisted she wasn’t
allowed to continue until she drank it all. She’d stuck
out her tongue at him, but she was doing it. “As the
summer goes on. [ think...I think she must not have
liked having me underfoot very much. She invited me
there because she thought it would be nice, seeing me
every day. But then I was—" Jesse swallowed,
redirected the sentence from the truth to something that
sounded better, “—it was too much.”

“Jesse,” Rashid cut in, smooth and no-nonsense, “if
you say one more word implying the way she treated
you is your fault, so help me...”

Jesse drew her bottom lip between her teeth and
looked at the duvet through the water and the glass. Its
ugly pattern all distorted and unrecognizable.

She didn’t say any more out loud. But...well, it
was a little bit her fault, wasn’t it? Easy for Rashid to
make sweeping dismissals like that, but that didn’t
mean he was right, or that Jesse could bring herself to
believe it even if he were.

“There’s not much left,” Armand murmured. If
he’d heard any of Jesse’s internal self-recrimination, he
at least had the decency not to tattle on her to Rashid.
“Only three more memories from Sonoma. [—am
afraid they may be rather unpleasant. I had to clear
away the rest to get at them. They were buried the
deepest.”

Jesse knew better than to underestimate Armand’s
idea of ‘unpleasant’ by this point. She drank the rest of
the water, steady and dutiful, and handed Rashid the
glass to set aside.

“Once more unto the breach.”
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fail: There is no door there. After that, Jesse’s eyes
would slide past it—for a day or two. Then she would
notice it again and the whole process would repeat.

The first time they came across a memory of that
door, they had to pause for longer than usual
afterwards; Jesse ran to the bathroom on wobbly legs,
sure that she would vomit. She didn’t, in the end, but
her nausea was as overwhelming as it was inexplicable.
It was just a door in a house, and yet the mere sight of it
had her shaking, had her sweating. She suddenly
understood the frantic instinct that had driven Armand
to wedge himself underneath the bed.

When she came back, Jesse said, “I think...I think
something bad happened there. I don’t remember what,
but...”

She looked apologetically at Armand. Whatever it
was, when they found it, he would have to live through
it, too. He met her eyes, undaunted.

And yet, for the most part, Jesse’s memories of
Sonoma were happy. She swam in the pond; she
studied her family history; she let Maharet dress her up
in all kinds of beautiful outfits and then take her out of
them again. They fucked constantly, and Maharet
wasn’t always the one who initiated it. On occasion,
especially if Maharet had been particularly distracted or
quiet for a day or two, Jesse would be the one who
straddled her lap and pouted until she got a kiss, and
more.

In one memory, Maharet slid out of Jesse’s bed,
promising to be back in an hour. When an hour and a
half had passed without any sign of her, Jesse became
sullen. It was harder not to think, all by herself in the
echoing silence of the house. So she started to touch
herself, making up a little game in her head where she
wasn’t allowed to stop or to come until Maharet
returned. Nothing to keep it going and enforce the
rules, apart from her own stubbornness.

But Jesse could be very stubborn when she put her
mind to it.

By the time Maharet slipped in the door another
forty minutes later, Jesse was desperate. She came with
a broken, frantic whimper at just the sight of her—the
unspeakable relief of finally having her back. Things
only made sense when Maharet was there; Jesse needed
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rest, held up her empty glass for a refill.

Mabharet hummed to herself, melodic and utterly
without self-consciousness, as she began to separate
Jesse’s hair out into neat sections. Jesse stopped reading
as Maharet started weaving her hair into that loose
crown of braids, the one that reminded her of—

“You’re not wearing the necklace,” Maharet said.

The necklace that Maharet had given her all those
years ago; the one with the choker and the dangling
pearl. The one in the same style that Mekare used to
wear. Maharet had told her over the phone when she
was packing her suitcase not to forget it.

Jesse had spent almost an hour at the beauty store
in Santa Rosa that morning, picking out new
eyeshadow, mascara, liner. She didn’t know how much
longer it had been, in front of the bathroom mirror,
getting her smoky eye look just right. It had taken
multiple tries; never an easy or comfortable thing for
her, putting on makeup. Never mundane or simple the
way it seemed to be for other women. But she’d been
so proud of the end result. It was just like in the
magazines. She’d stared at her own reflection, turning
her face from side to side to see it from different angles.
She looked so mature, so stylish, so pleasantly unlike
herself.

Stupid, how many times she had zoned out as she
read, daydreaming about what Maharet would say when
she saw her. Hoping for surprise, pleasure, praise.
Hoping for soft touches to her cheek or chin, a close
examination, approval in Maharet’s face and her voice
as she called her beautiful.

But she hadn’t seemed to even notice. All she saw
was that Jesse wasn’t wearing the necklace she gave
her.

Mabharet’s hands were nimble and quick, twisting
Jesse’s hair into braid after braid. Doing it up in the
same style that Mekare used to wear. The one that
Maharet so liked to see her in...

Jesse tried to blink away the sudden hot prickling
in her eyes. She went to take another drink of wine and
realized her glass was empty again. She lifted it;
Maharet paused her braiding to refill it. The taste didn’t
bother her so much anymore.

From the other room drifted the muffled sound of
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chest. Even after everything she’d learned, it still felt
wrong to make light of Mekare’s disappearance. To
mock her aunt Maharet’s pain. Would that get easier
with time? Or would she always feel a little bit like a
traitor, any time she said something bad about her?
Even if they were true things, real things, terrible things
that had been done to her without her consent?

“Let’s keep going.”

They settled into a pattern. Five memories, a short
break, another five memories, rinse and repeat. Many
of them were mercifully mundane: Maharet holding
forth about the ‘Great Family’ while Jesse listened in
eager awe; reading curled up in the library together;
talking for hours about history and art; pouring over
Maharet’s collection of antiquities; sewing a quilt
together while the radio played; walking through the
redwoods just before dawn or after sunset; eating meals
together—though, of course, Maharet never touched a
bite.

Jesse might have noticed that, and a variety of
other worrying details, if she’d been thinking clearly.
But it had been wine and wine and wine since her very
first afternoon at the compound. Before that summer,
Jesse could count the number of times she’d been drunk
on one hand. Maria and Matthew were teetotalers, and
Jesse didn’t exactly have friends in high school to
sneak an illegal beer with like teenagers did in the
movies. Once she left for Columbia, she was too
focused on her studies and too embarrassed at her
relative inexperience with alcohol. Besides—she still
didn’t have any friends.

Mabharet didn’t mind when she got drunk. Why, in
every other memory she seemed to be refilling Jesse’s
glass. And she always smiled so fondly, when Jesse
would tumble loose-limbed into her lap, giggly and
flushed in the face.

“Sonoma is wine country,” Maharet told her, one
morning when Jesse asked if she should maybe wait a
few hours, maybe have some coffee instead, “Famous
for it all over the world. You’re immersing yourself.”

So she immersed herself.

(It helped to be drunk. It made it easier not to think
so much about what people might say if they found out
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wanted to unwind them. She wanted, with sudden
vehement clarity, to find a pair of scissors and cut all of
it off. She wanted to go and wash off the mascara that
was making her eyes feel tacky. She wanted to sob.

“Of course I do, darling. You’re—"

“‘—the universe’s gift, bringing you back a piece
of her’, right? Yeah, I know.”

Jesse wanted to say: Why can't I be good enough
on my own? Why won t you look at me and see me? Do
you even love me at all? Or are you only ever reaching
for her through my body?

Instead, she said, “I’m kind of getting sick of'it. |
mean, I’'m not her. You look at me and it’s always
‘Mekare this” and ‘Mekare that’. It’s been forever since
she went missing, right? When are you, like, gonna get
over it?”

Bitter, envious, spiteful words. The moment they
fell from her lips, Jesse longed to snatch them back.

She did try. Her voice was small and apologetic as
it broke the terrible silence that had fallen, “I’m sorry,
that came out wrong, I didn’t mean that.”

Jesse turned around, wanting to see how badly
she’d upset her aunt. But Maharet wasn’t sitting in her
favorite chair any longer. She was standing right behind
Jesse, close, so close, crowding her against the
bookcase. When had she moved? Why hadn’t Jesse
heard it, seen it? She should’ve been able to, out of the
corner of her eye. Why were Maharet’s eyes so blue
when they should be brown, no, that wasn’t right, not
brown either. Wasn’t it green? Why didn’t she know?

Mabharet grabbed her chin, her fingers cold, hard,
wrong. Had they always felt that wrong? How hadn’t
she noticed before, the texture of her aunt’s skin. A little
too stiff, a little too slippery, somewhere halfway
between flesh and marble.

“You’re right, Jessica. You are not her.”

She hadn’t made aunt Maharet sad, Jesse realized,
her sluggish intoxicated brain struggling to catch up.
She had made her angry. Angrier than Jesse had ever
seen her.

“You are a vapid, spoiled, disrespectful child. As
trivial and weak as everyone else born in this time. You
know nothing of duty or hardship. You’ve been given
everything directly into your hands. When have you
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“Shit, is this—?”

Armand smiled, small but warm, “Don’t worry. 1
am very old and fed very recently. You’ve caused
neither temptation nor distress.”

He continued, his voice echoing directly into her
mind.

—Some distress, to Rashid. He's very frightened,
now, that you might harm yourself worse the next time
you 're alone.

Jesse wanted to scoff the idea away. Wave it off as
an accident, call his fears ridiculous, tell him that there
was no way in hell she’d ever hurt herself deliberately.

But she wasn’t entirely sure it would be true.

So she merely nodded, dropping her gaze away
from Armand. She took a seat and let Rashid clean the
abraded spots with little stinging wipes and then
bandage them. He had to use three band-aids, in the
end.

“Thank you,” Jesse said sheepishly. Now that her
torrent of anger had passed, she felt embarrassed by its
intensity and her inability to control it. Was this who
she was, now? Someone volatile, destructive? Rashid
was hovering nearby, and Jesse couldn’t honestly blame
him.

She sat up straighter, determined to show she had a
hold of herself again and wasn’t going to start throwing
things or screaming or self-harming.

“I’ve been thinking. Mekare must be a vampire,
too. Right? If Maharet thinks there’s a chance she’s still
alive? Otherwise, she would’ve died of old age, like,
hundreds of years ago.”

“Possibly even a thousand. And yes, it seems
likely.”

Jesse digested that thought. With her education and
training she knew with far more specificity than most
how drastically different the world had been in 1022.
Could Maharet really be that old? It was unimaginable.
But then, Armand was at least 500, wasn’t he? That
painting in the Talamasca vault was from the early
15008.

“How old is the oldest vampire you know?” she
asked. She had no idea what kind of timeline was
plausible.

Immediately, Armand’s eyes slid away from hers
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down her chin, her neck, a thin line of wet heat along
her skin. There were tears, too, rolling down her
cheeks, hot and unchecked.

“She didn’t make a single sound, when they had us
raped in front of the court. The whole time. She didn’t
shed one tear or make one sound.”

Mabharet leaned in close enough that Jesse could
feel her breath against her skin, and she tried hard to be
quiet. If she could only be so quiet, like Mekare had,
then maybe her aunt wouldn’t get any angrier with her.
Maybe she wouldn’t hurt her any more. The pain from
her nail was startlingly intense, given the small size of
the puncture. Jesse remembered, out of nowhere, that
anatomy class she’d taken a few years ago, back when
she thought she might try med school. What was the
name of that specific nerve? She couldn’t recall. She
could picture the brand of notecards she’d written out
all the facial nerves on, she still knew her color-coded
highlighting system—so overcomplicated, always
doing too much, overachiever, trying to make Maharet
proud...

The tip of Maharet’s nose bumped against her tear-
streaked cheek as she whispered, “And how well would
you do, little one, if that happened to you? Maybe we
should find out. Test your mettle, hmm?”

Jesse’s heart stuttered; she tried to shake her head,
but Maharet was holding too tight for her to move at
all.

“I should haul you out there right now and tell
Mael to take you. He wants to, you know. If he thought
he could get away with it without me finding out, he
would have you bent over like a whore and stuck on his
cock faster than you could blink.”

Then, an intrusion in her mind, sudden and
stomach-turning. A series of images and sounds, so
vivid they overtook all awareness of what was around
her: no more pleasant leather-and-old-book smell of
library, no more warm shifting orange glow of the
firelight, no more aunt Maharet’s beloved face a breath
away from hers. Instead, she saw Maharet, dragging her
out of the library by her braids. Maharet, tossing her
onto the floor of the dining room. Herself, on her back,
her jeans around her ankles. Mael on top of her.
Holding legs open and fucking her brutally as she
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She made more shushing sounds, instead, kissing
the top of Maharet’s head again and feeling her own
eyes getting hot in sympathetic response.

“I want her back.”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I wish I could find her
for you. I wish I could make it hurt less. I’'m sorry, aunt
Maharet.”

Jesse held her and held her, stroking her hair away
from her face and murmuring whatever comfort she
could. Eventually, Maharet’s breathing evened out and
she stopped squeezing Jesse so tightly. She rolled over
onto her side and Jesse fitted herself against Maharet’s
back, an arm around her chest and their legs tucked
together neatly. Jesse fell asleep like that, wrapped
protective and warm against her aunt’s back.

Maharet was gone when she woke up. Jesse rolled
out of bed and shuffled around the room, her head
pounding with a hangover. She wanted to check on
Maharet, but she definitely needed a shower and some
painkillers first. Jesse did a small double-take as she
passed by the mirror: she could’ve sworn she’d put on
her cream-colored pajama top, last night. But she was
wearing the royal blue one, now. How drunk had she
been, anyway?

Then, as she peeled it off, she saw the twin bands
of bruising on her torso from where Maharet had clung
to her. Jesse had to start eating more iron or something,
because that was just ridiculous. It couldn’t be a good
sign, bruising this easily...

Back in the hotel suite, Jesse was on her feet before
Armand had even finished sitting up. She didn’t know
where she was going, only that she had to move. She
could not remain still when she was this full of anger. It
roiled in her, nauseating and hot. She stalked to the
kitchen and began to pace, clenching and unclenching
her fists at her sides, not caring how stupid she looked.

How could she? How dare Maharet crawl into
Jesse’s bed looking for comfort and weep in her arms
like a lost child? How dare she sniffle and shake while
Jesse stroked her back as if she were the one who had
been hurt? How dare she not be a soulless
incomprehensible monster who did evil things for no
reason whatsoever, but a person, a real person with
thoughts, and feelings, and hidden pain? A real person,
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hand into Jesse’s open mouth and pinched her tongue
between thumb and forefinger, pulling it forward as far
as it would go. Jesse could not hold back her choked
sound of alarm, but she tried to remain still, not to
react, not to make it worse.

“It would be much more fitting to cut it out, after
all. Make you more like her in that way.”

Her knees would have given out from fear, if
Mabharet had not picked that exact moment to slot her
leg neatly between Jesse’s, pinning her back against the
bookcase. Jesse felt it: the soft rock of her aunt’s hips,
grinding against her. The heat between Maharet’s legs,
even through all that fabric. She was turned on. She
was getting herself off, in little pulsing thrusts, against
Jesse’s shaking thigh.

She couldn’t speak, so she desperately thought:

—Please don 't cut out my tongue, aunt Maharet,
I’'m sorry, I shouldn t have said it, please don't be mad,
please, I'm sorry [ was bad, I'll be better, I promise I’ll
be better, I'm sorry...

Mabharet moved against her more roughly, laughing
soft and low, as if she could hear Jesse’s pleas. As if she
liked the sound of them. Her breathing was shallow and
quick when she said, “Well. Perhaps I will overlook it,
just this once. It is such a pretty little tongue after all.”

Jesse tried to nod, but she couldn’t move much,
with the vice grip Maharet had on her tongue. All she
managed to do was dislodge a few more tears.

Mabharet released her tongue, wiping the saliva
from her fingers against the collar of Jesse’s shirt.

“If you really want to keep it that badly, you’d best
find something better to do with it than whining.” A
hint of amusement in Maharet’s voice, finally, on top of
the anger. “Quickly.”

Jesse wanted to keep her tongue badly; she was
very, very quick.

—Armand. Jesse thought, as soon she opened her
eyes.

—Yes, Jesse?

—Could you...please not tell Rashid about that last
part? Anything before is fine, just not—

She couldn’t finish the sentence, even in her mind,
but she didn’t have to. He understood.
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tomorrow! She didn’t care at all. Eventually, she
tripped and fell while holding Maharet’s hand, and
Mabharet came down on top of her. She had her hand up
Jesse’s skirt and against her cunt before she even had
time to giggle an apology.

Jesse didn’t have any warning, wasn’t prepared,
she winced at the dry friction of Maharet’s fingers
against her clit. Maharet laughed, bit Jesse’s lower lip,
and then something happened inside her. Desire
coursed through her body—a flash flood of it. She
choked out a moan, her hips arching up off the ground.
It was intense and exquisite and unnatural. Like a hand
had reached inside her guts and yanked on something
sensitive and hidden that wasn’t meant to be touched.
But she was wet, now, and Maharet started to finger her
with confident movements.

When she opened her eyes, Jesse saw Mael
standing a few feet away, watching them. She gasped in
horror, her whole body tensing up with humiliation and
fear. She’d forgotten, she’d forgotten he was right there
dancing with them. What was Maharet thinking, doing
this where he could see?

“It’s alright,” Maharet murmured against Jesse’s
open, panting mouth, curling her fingers inside Jesse in
just the right way to make her whole body twitch, “It’s
alright if he watches. He knows you’re only for me.”

Jesse shook her head. She was trying to squirm out
from under Maharet, to twist away, “No, I don’t—I
don’t want him to—"

“You don’t mind if he watches,” Maharet said
firmly, and Jesse stopped trying to get out from under
her. Aunt Maharet was right. She didn’t really mind if
he watched.

The fifth memory began with Jesse being awoken
in bed. She couldn’t have been asleep too long, because
she still felt very drunk. Long enough, though, that the
fire had burned down to glowing embers. The room
was so dark that she could barely see, but Jesse would
have recognized Maharet by her perfume alone. Jesse
watched her dim outline approach the bed and climb in
beneath the covers.

Jesse was so sleepy, but she knew by now that
Maharet wouldn’t be offended if she drifted off again
while Maharet was touching her or riding her thigh or
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Rashid looked very serious and very sad. None of that
dry wit that Jesse had come to like so much in their
months of working together. She couldn’t really blame
them, though.

“She said... ‘millennia’ of searching. That means
more than one, right? So...so she’s 2000 years old, at
least.”

“It would seem so,” Armand said.

“And older means strong for vampires, right? So...
so she must be really, really powerful.”

Armand’s ringing silence was all the answer that
Jesse needed. Four times his age, at least. Did that
mean she was four times more powerful than him?

Jesse couldn’t think of a time in her life when
she’d been less hungry, but picking up tiny clumps of
rice with the tips of her chopsticks was at least
something to do with her eyes and her hands and some
part of her concentration. It was meditative, actually.
Could she pick up just five grains at a time? Two
grains?

After a few minutes of Rashid and Jesse silently
eating, Armand cleared his throat.

“Well, there’s one thing I can tell you about your
aunt.”

Jesse looked up, surprised. Had she revealed some
detail, in that tirade, that helped Armand identify some
element of her origins?

“She’s certainly never fucked Santino.”

...0r not.

“Huh?”

“That nasty little performance she staged in your
head. It was all wrong. He doesn’t sound like that when
he—" Armand stopped mid-sentence, all momentum
lost. He dropped his gaze to the table, staring at his
hands and worrying at a cuticle with the point of a nail.
His jaw worked, but he did not finish the sentence.
Rashid had gone tense again, the way he first did when
Armand mentioned Santino. A tightness in his back and
shoulders so pronounced that it must be painful. He
was hanging on every syllable, every breath. Wary and
alert.

Eventually, Armand repeated, “Well. He doesn’t
sound like that.”

Jesse didn’t know what to even say to that. There
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without her even realizing it?

Then she thought: Necklaces are going to be hard
now.

She’d never worn much jewelry. Innate, or a
response? If Maharet had never done those things,
would Jesse own dozens of different sets of earrings
and necklaces and rings? How would she style herself?
Who would she be?

She grabbed her towel from the rack and realized:
Sex is going to be hard now.

That was enough thinking about the future for now,
she decided.

“You want to keep going?”’

For once, Jesse did not automatically answer ‘yes’.
She took her time and considered it. What was she
likely to gain, in terms of useful information or
closure? What might the toll be on herself? On
Armand? On Rashid?

“I want to at least try with the summer in Sonoma.
That’s what started all this. What would make her need
to erase an entire summer? Everything else was just...a
few hours here, a few hours there. Besides, she
specifically ordered me not to tell the Talamasca about
it. That makes me think maybe it’s not just—personal
motivations, this time.”

Armand accepted all this with a nod; neither he nor
Rashid seemed surprised by her response.

“I believe we can tackle it safely, now. I will bring
us up for air every five memories, or—or if we come
across something particularly...”

“Yeah,” Jesse agreed, “Sounds good.”

So they began.

Jesse was not prepared for how beautiful the first
memory was. The giant old redwoods; the soft carpet of
dew-flecked ferns beneath them; the sound of the little
creek that ran through the clearing; the fresh damp
loveliness of growing things in the air. She wasn’t
prepared for how thrilled she felt, as Maharet crowded
her back against one of those massive tree trunks and
kissed her hard.

In the memory, the kissing was no surprise at all.
They’d been doing this ever since the day that
Mabharet’s friend Mael had picked her up from the
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chapter twelve
collaboration

“Jesse, I am an eccentric and willful being; very
little has ever been denied me. Now and then I deceive
myself as to the effect I have upon others. I should
never have brought you to the Sonoma house; it was a
selfish thing to do, for which I cannot forgive myself.
But you must soothe my conscience for me.”

- Queen of the Damned

She felt better afterwards; Rashid had hugged her
as she cried, which was nice. He was, despite not
looking all that cuddly, exceptionally good at hugs.
Once she had wound down and was beginning to
breathe normally again, Armand—who had waited
patiently the whole time without movement or
comment—had told her that she was welcome to use as
much of his honeysuckle-scented soap as she liked, and
that was nice, too. It was his favorite, and a gift from
the ex that he was heartbroken over; Jesse did not
underestimate the generosity of the offer. She went and
washed her flushed, pufty, tear-streaked face with it and
it helped.

After that, Jesse found herself in somewhat of a
quandary. Armand had told her there were only two
memories left. How much genuinely useful information
might be in them? Horrific as it had been to experience,
that last memory had been a goldmine of clues about
Mabharet. Not just her age, but some of the events of her
past, too. Some unnamed ‘they’ had had her and her
sister raped in front of ‘the court’—Jesse wasn’t going
to let herself dwell on that too much, for now.
Apparently, at some point Mekare’s tongue had been
cut out. Was that when Maharet had lost her eyes? Was
that why she needed the human replacements: because
they’d been gone before she was ever turned, like
Armand suggested? And that part about Mekare being
tossed into the sea—was that a metaphor, or a literal
truth?

She needed to see those last two memories. But she
was so very, very tired. Would it be cowardice, asking
to stay here with them both for one more night? To save

pasiniq os 9q 03 3ulo3 sem g "urese pue urede

SseI3 o) 0JUI JOAO [[9] ‘Po[3SI3 ‘pojquumis dys 1oy

punoJe PO[adl PIIOM Y[, *9JI] JOY Ul U0dq JOAD P, OUS
UBY) JONUNIP SBM OSSO 9SNBIIq Sem Jey) 9qABIA

*001) pue [ewid pue p[im inq ‘e

18 snonuojald JON "01ewNISI " I[] 31 [OB]A PUE JOJRUBIA

)M Ing I PALY pey BIqUIN[O)) I8 SAJBWISSEO IOy JO

Aue J1 SNO[NOIPLI pue AUI0d Ud9q dARY P[nom Jey) Suly

JO pury 9y, -1y Surreos 1q B punole sIejs oy} Jopun
Surouep 21oM WAY) JO I} AY) ‘AIOWSW YIMOJ Y ],

"PeY 9US PAYSIM ISSO[ "OSNOY Y} Ul 9S[d SUOSWOS dq

PINOM 10U} JOY PAuIeMm J, Upey JOIBYRIA Juny "parddul]

S99 s1y moy 1o ‘dn 19y pazis oy Aem y} I 3, UpIp

oUS "yonwt AI9A S[IWS SIY OYI[ 3, UPIP 9SS O[IWS © (1M

pres oy ‘spuatif pjO ‘yune 13y 0} Sem UOI}OUUOD SIY

jeym ure[dxd ), up[nom 9H ‘[OBJA Y} 110dIre 09SIoURI,]
ues dyj WOl SPLI JBd Y} JO Sem AIOWwow Py} Y],

*0JOWAUE PILLIOM } USBM S USY) puy ‘suorordsns

S,0SSO[ ASUIS MOYIUIOS P[NO AYS JI SB ‘AJWLILJ POIONIISUL
JOIRYRIA . INOqe ALI0M 0} SUIYIOU S,010Y [ ,,

{39V JO JuOIj Ul pnoye

Kes 1sn[1,up[noo A3y} Jety} ‘ynoqe e} 0} padu A3y} p[noo

JeyM puy (MOu 01030q Suo] e} Joy P[0} dARY JOIBYRIA]

J upmom - ‘uay} ng ¢ syads Suroos ueyy 1oyjer Ayyedoro)

Jo a1qedes 1nq ‘1o Y17 ‘so1yoAsd oq y3oq L3y} pno)d

(3 sem ‘orqrssod 3, usem Jey ], “Sunesunuuod a1om

Koy Jey) Ajure)nod Auueoun o) pey SS9 ‘MOYOWOS

194 puy “Iayjoue duo je Sunjoo] isnf ‘pnofe Suryeads

JON SOINUIT 0M] }SOWE J0J JOYJOUR JUO J& PIe)s

JOIRURA PUB O PUB UI pay[em [de]A ‘Jutod ouo 3y

-008ad 110JWO0J ‘QOUR[IS "W JO Y}0q Y} JA0 peaids

1O)UB[Q USAOM JJOS B Sem 1oy} pue def s joreyejy

ssoJoe podeIp 91om 109] S,9SS9f "AJeIqI] [NJIINedq € Ul
10130303 Surpear a1om A1} ‘AIOWOW PUOIIS A} U]

"soouy] Joy 03 Supuls

‘urysne] ‘Jo1BYRIA] PUB 9010A APIdU € Ul Jururym
9SS 03 po] pey Surpuli3 03 I pey JuIssry YL

“[[B 3 31 Y)im Suoim JulyjAue j USem 919y}

0S “u29q pey IBNOJA 1] J9JSIS POO[q JOY UIAJ J USem

WELIA Jey) 1oy 0} paure[dxd pey joreyely ‘AemAuy

‘J1 Jo Suryiou Jy3noy} oA pynom A103s1y noy3noiy

S9INNd JO AJUS[J "SUOTIUSAUOD AIBI)IGIE ‘MOLIBU

‘ATIIS {31 INOQe NUIY) JYSIW QUOAUE Jeym ‘Ioyeul 31

PIP Jeym PUY "SIOA0T "mou Joya30) a1om Aoy [, ‘1odire

851

155

children. Had Maharet done the things she did to Jesse
to anyone else in her precious ‘Great Family’? Had she
felt like it was her right?

Jesse felt it, when Armand finished cutting through
the ponytail. The weight of it, severed from her
completely.

“Would you like to keep it?”” Armand asked.

“Fuck no.”

She turned to watch as, with a fey little flick of his
wrist, Armand tossed her braid directly into the trash.
No ceremony, no reverence. Just got rid of it. Jesse felt
an overwhelming affection for him in that moment.

“Hey, Armand?”’

“Yes?”

“Do you want to be my friend?”

It was so good to see him smile. “I’d like that.”



