9ys 18y} NOK S[[93 AYS “OI[ 3, USA0P AYs Julyrowos Aes
IO Op NOA UIYA\ "NOA SZIJNLID JIAJ J USA0P S oW Ise
noK J1 0q pynom Surnsgie uey) 9SIoMm S Jey) Aem B Ul Inq
‘on3Ie 3,Uop NOA "SSUIY} ISATUT) I} JOAO JOY JIIPLIIUOD
0] pay111d) 21,noA ‘Tenbas pue uado jou sy /SIYTL,,
1 )M Surnmisas ‘ouoyd oy) payI[ prysey
... Tenba pue uodo—dryspuaLyy € oY1 QIO
"A[Twrey AW Ul QUOdWOS YIIm et a1 Sureq surdewt
1.Up[noo [ “SuIyIAIoAd 19y P[0} pue W) Y} [[e PaY[el
noK pres pue june InoA yym digsuone[ar oA paquosap
18113 noK uoyMm ‘nok jo snojeal 93nb A[jenjoe sem [,
‘G.qEQA”
«,AW 0] SPBAI J1 MOV MOUY| 0} JuUBM A[nI)
noA o(J,, ‘pINSe PuE I3 0} PAUIN] Y ‘SHUIWOW MIJ
K149 prysey] 1e dn Suroue[3 panunuod ays usy A\
‘[Ie 7e 31 103 d2udned
OU PeY[ 9YS ‘MOU JYSLI 2SS PAYII A[oIowW 1 duIl} AY) JO
ISOJA "} 03 9INQLIUOD 0} SAem SUIISIINUI }SBI[ ‘JUddIn
1SB3] 9y} SUIpUY PUE P[OY A[IYMULIOM JBY) UIYIIM
3umnsIx9 103 yoruy AUUBOUN UB PeY OYM USW [}0q
o10M JOSIN puB 9AI[D) S[I0M J[genjeA I0m SUNBUIOSE]
sem 3] ‘3sed oy Surpueisiopun Aq paures 9q p[nod jeym
pue A30[0aeyoIe JO 2ouRLIOdUWT OU) MUY ISSA 91D 0)
J1osioy Suliq 3,Up[NOd OYS "SPIOM OJUI OA[OSAI J, UP[NOM
aimord oy ur Ae[d oY) UO SIBW Y ], J UP[NOI AYS
NQ YoM I3 0} SYSNOY] I UINJAI 0] PALI ISSAf
GG.I;[O”
<Jyonw os azigojode noA- - -3daoxy,, ‘dn Suryoof jou
‘Apomnb parjdar prysey . ‘0orJIns oy UO JOU ‘ON],,
«;PBQ 1L S[,, Yse 0}
paxep dys ‘YSIs 1S1-9y)-uey)-1opno| A[IYSI[S dUO Iy
“JUSWAOW
Aurn pue J[eYXd puE d[BYUI AIOAD S, PIYSEY 0} 1198 Sem
OUS UayM SNO0J 0} pIey sem 1 Ing ‘AindsIp uone[suen
S.[9SIN pPUB QAI[D) UO 9)eNUOOUO0D 0) SUIAL} Sem pue
dey 1oy ur uodo dojdey 10y pey oyS "POAJOAUL SUOIIOBII
UMO ST [899U09 0) 1duwIdjje JWOoS sem 1Y) pajoadsns
9SS9[ INQ ‘TUNBNUIIUOD A[QIUW Sem I 91| JOO]
11 9peW 1 JNOQE J[IqNS Sem O "pPuey JOYI0 SIY [IMm
yInow siy SULIOA0D Sem 9y Jetp) os d1msod siy pa[ies
-01 9y Jurod owos 3y "quuNy) SIY YIIM JOBq pUR JoBq
Sur[[o1os ‘Furpear APUL[IS ‘Yonod dyj Uo Jes pIysey
‘[1e 1 SuryAue
INOQE SNOIISUOI-J[S [93] 03 I UI J1 Pey| [[1IS dYS Jeyf)

Sot

204

memories, Jesse, I finally understand why. I had not
realized how incomplete the process was. He must have
been like you—experiencing things he could not
understand. Distressing gaps. Emotions and reactions
with no source he could identify. It must have been—
frightening. Isolating.”

Armand sighed, “So. That is what happened. A
mistake of titanic proportions that caused untold
damage to the man I love.” After a beat, he added, “Do
you still want to be my friend?”

She wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a joke or
not. She wasn’t sure if Armand knew, either. The raw
edge of vulnerability in it was, she assumed, accidental.

Jesse took her head off his shoulder, but only so
she could turn and throw her arms around him. A quick,
tight hug, made awkward by the angle.

“Yep,” she declared, popping the ‘p’, “Because I do
believe you, that he asked, and everybody makes
mistakes. Who knows, maybe I’d be judging more if
my one point of comparison wasn’t, y’know...”

Easy to look like a saint, next to Maharet acting
like it didn’t count, whatever she did to Jesse, as long
as she couldn’t remember it after.

Jesse gave one last squeeze before letting Armand
go and getting up to join Rashid. Over her shoulder, she
added, “Plus, you offered to mercy kill me, and if that’s
not friendship, I don’t know what is.”

She and Rashid both pretended to not notice as
Armand silently blinked back tears.

They all agreed that the last two memories of
Sonoma could wait for the next morning. Armand left
on an undisclosed errand; Jesse tried not to let herself
fixate on the irrational fear that Maharet somehow
already knew everything they were doing and would be
lying in wait to kill him. Some of it must have shown
on her face when he reached the door, because he
paused, turned back, and said (as if it were a great
novelty to do so), “I’ll be careful, Jesse. | promise.”

Once Armand was gone, Rashid asked for Jesse’s
permission to read through the messages between her
and Maharet on her original phone, so he could get a
sense of their conversational patterns before attempting
to copy them. Jesse handed it over, faintly surprised
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him—was not natural. She’d just watched him pull it
on like a costume. Like a shield. She wanted to learn
how to do that as well as he did.

“I want to address something I overheard in your
thoughts earlier,” he declared, an abrupt change in topic
that did not surprise her in the least. He was done
talking about Santino.

“Okay?” Jesse ignored the squirming dread in her
stomach, trying not to be preemptively defensive.

“You became concerned that I may use my powers
on Rashid, the way your aunt has used hers on you.”

Ah. Yes, she had wondered that, hadn’t she? Not a
very flattering thought, even if she had been having a
panic attack at the time. It was uncharitable at best and
downright bigoted at worst. Painting Armand with the
same brush as Maharet, simply because they were both
vampires? Especially when Armand had done so much
to help her.

Jesse winced, but before she could apologize,
Armand added, “It is an understandable fear. In all
honesty, I’'m surprised it didn’t cross your mind earlier.
You have experienced a lifetime’s worth of profound
betrayal by someone you loved and trusted, all in under
48 hours. I can hardly fault you for some amount of
reflexive suspicion, when dealing with a near-stranger
who shares her abilities.”

She shifted closer to him on the couch. Slowly,
tentatively, she leaned over to rest her head against his
shoulder. He did not tense up or move away, so she
stayed like that.

“You’re not a stranger, you’re my friend.”

Jesse wanted it to be as simple as that. Easy lines
of allegiance: the people she could not trust, and the
people she could. A childish longing and she knew it.

“I am your new friend, about whom you still know
very little,” Armand pointed out, and Jesse could not
argue with that, no matter how much she wanted to. “I
offer you my word—whatever that is worth—that I
neither compel him nor edit his memory. Very
challenging to prove a negative, as they say, but it is the
truth. I hope that you can believe that.”

She did believe it—mostly. If they’d had this
conversation two days ago, that belief probably would
have been total. Jesse wasn’t sure she was ever going to
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isn’t upset with you. And...it would seem, based on
consistent patterns in your responses, that she’s trained
you very well to know that means you’ve done
something terribly wrong, and she is simply too kind to
point it out, and it’s your job to become very upset with
yourself and beg for her forgiveness.”

“Oh.”

“And...given the broader context, the requests for
selfies are—"

“Yeah,” Jesse cut him off, her face flooding with
heat. Queasily, she remembered Maharet calling her
while masturbating. Had she done that with any of
those later pictures she solicited? How had Jesse been
so stupid, thinking it was normal and innocent that any
time she was headed off on a date, her aunt demanded
to see a snapshot of whatever hot little outfit she’d put
on...

She shut the laptop with a decisive snap.
“I give up. Clive and Nigel are just gonna have to
kill each other this time.”

Rashid didn’t miss a beat.

“Hmm, tragic. Well, it was bound to happen
eventually. Although, personally, I’ve always thought a
little 69ing might do wonders for their working
relationship.”

“You really think they’re still limber enough for
that?”

“I have to confess, I’ve not pictured it in great
detail. Perhaps an activity requiring a little less
flexibility, then.”

“Mutual handjob?”

“Sure, one can never go wrong with—"

“I love you,” Jesse blurted, interrupting him, “I
don’t think I’ve ever said that before and...yeah. I love
you.”

Rashid’s throat bobbed. He didn’t respond. She had
kind of ambushed him with that; Jesse didn’t blame
him. She was just about to pick back up their banter
and give him a conversational out when he managed to
rasp, “I love you, too, Jesse.”
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have a number of detailed historical records about the
Children of Darkness. That is the name of the religious
cult of vampires which Santino led back in the 16th
century, when I came to know him. I have no doubt that
Rashid has read descriptions of their—" Armand
hesitated, flexing his hands. His voice was hollow
when he finally finished, “—customary recruitment
methods.”

Another time, another place, Jesse would have
been all over a pretentious, try-hard name like ‘the
Children of Darkness’. But something had changed
about Armand’s face as he was talking. His expression
had gone vacant, his eyes fixed and distant. It was
unsettling to look at. She suspected he wasn’t in the
right frame of mind for dark humor right now. She
wondered if maybe she shouldn’t have broached this
topic without Rashid here.

“I am not aware if any of those accounts include
specific details about the things that were done to
Amadeo while he was their captive in Rome, but I am
sure the fundamentals are covered. The destruction of
Marius’s palazzo. The sparing of Amadeo from the
bonfire that dispatched the other boys. The...generous
invitation to join them in their worship.”

Armand’s eyes fluttered closed and he knitted his
hands together in his lap, rubbing at the base of one
thumb with the other in hard, repeated swipes. It was
transparently a self-soothing gesture. Why was his quiet
blankness so much worse than tears or rage would have
been?

“The interval of twenty or so weeks, until Amadeo
finally accepted their offer and Santino gifted him a
new name.”

The first time Armand had referred to himself in
the third person, Jesse had assumed it was simply
because he was discussing primary historical sources.
She was becoming less and less convinced of that with
every detached, vacant ‘him’.

“Even if the Talamasca’s files do contain firsthand
accounts, | imagine there are many details that Santino
would not have disclosed even to his closest acolytes.
His methods with Amadeo were, at times. ..
unorthodox.”

He fell silent once more; Jesse’s heart ached for



ynow Joy Suipjoy nys asou 1oy Suryourd spuey Juons
S JoJsuow Y[, "W} I)Je Ul SUIPOO[J Ijem Onguo)

1oy ojuo passaxd syid Jo Azowowr e ‘A[[enjuoAyg

.. oA 240] [ 'nod 240] [ assaf ‘nod aa0j |,
201y
91303 Jsouwe P, AYS 9SO[d 0S U P,AYS "PAqqOS AYS
Se sJoy Jsurede yInow sj1 Jo sassaid onuely 1oy SuIssy
“90e] 1Y SUIyono} SOy SII U0 PAI YIM JISUOW

AL, ‘SPUNOS SSA[ZUTUBIW—SPUNOS ‘SPUNOS
o 1MOK [y pInOM D) 2y [ joap 20 dn y Sty

moy mouy nod Juo(q j;assaf ‘Suiop nod a.v oy,
"9pISUI )oBq 19y PI[ney pue SId3UIy P[0d
SI1 Ul WR J9Y JYSned I2ISuow ) awn oy} Aq no Aem
o3 [1e S9[ QU0 pey AYS "Pedy IO Ul JJAO PUB JOAO pUB
10A0 Surtop parmord p,ays oY1y 3snl ‘uado 31103 ‘mopurm
oy} 03 Aem 9y} [[ 103 IS 9SNBIAQ IOJIRW I, UPIP JRY L I
Surop puey 1oy jo 1ed uayolq p,oys 9qAew (A[peq AIoA
1Ny 3] "I9Y 313 03 pasn pey| 1djsuowr 3y} ddor oy} woxy
9S00[ JSLIM J9U JIoM 0} paSeuetl assa Jey) Y3nous 3uo]
107 [[BY 93 OIUI INO Pay[em pue—ij1 0} Sur[e) J10A
I9Y)0 Jey}—SPUNoOS dwos Aq PIjoensIp J03 Iojsuot

U [, "SQLIOWAUI 9} JO U0 UI ‘d21J 103 Jsoulfe S
.. 'nod paau [ ‘asva]q uadwa) Aut 150] aavy J upnoys
[ ‘yonu os nod pauajy3iif | L1108 ui, | ‘nod paou

[ "2UL 01 YOq 2Ul0)) 2SS ‘DUl 0] S1if] Op ] UDI NOJ
‘Teuondo 3 usem
Ajdwis Suruwreards oy pue dwr) dwes Y} je WedIds
PUB JULIP 1, UP[NOJ JYS ISNLIAQ “pasjoyd pue paropnds
OUS “ULIp IOy 93w 0} paLy) pue sdij 1oy 0} Jojem
JO sse[3 © Pad10] T[1IS PeAY 19y P[OY I IYM SIUSWOW

MBS OSSO SOUSB[J UI $3U0XS OS SBM JOISUOW Y],
.

a]111] IVY} Op 1 UDD [ MOUY NOJ "dUL YSD 3 UOP 112,
.. 210f2q pauaddpy 1o40u

sy S1y 1 w1 1242 ‘duopun uiuiod sdaay jj,,
*9JOW 99UO
dn 11835 pyNOM SuIWRAIVS Y} UAY) PUB—SPUNOS JOM U]}
‘adox oy ‘owunyiod s jareyey ‘ypeoUIOpUN JOQUIBYD MIEp
oy ‘oseoaress [exrds uoar oy (A1eIqI[ oY) Ul J0OP Y],
“JoeQ PAPOO[J AIOWAW A} PUB Yonsun A[oeIpawuul
OWOD P[NOD PUIU JOY UI aN[3 Y} ‘SIAd UAIT
SI1 008} S)1 JO JYSJIS JYIned 9ys St U00S Sy ‘I9)Suow
a1} 935 P[NOM IS PUE T0OP B Udd0 JO “IOUIO0D B UIn)
pinom oys ‘Addey 3193 oys ‘wieos 3]9F 9YS “SUIULAIOS

60T

208

subterfuge only extended so far.

“Ready to finish this?” she asked Armand.

“Extremely.”

Two more memories. No matter how bad they
were, there were only two of them. Jesse could do that.

They settled themselves in their now-familiar
positions, and Armand once more worked open the
stitched-up seam in her mind. Even if he had not
warned about these two memories being buried more
thoroughly, Jesse would have been able to tell. He had
to wrench and pull, to brute force it more than he had
with the others. It wasn’t painful, precisely, but it felt
wrong. Just when she was not sure she could bear it any
longer, they fell in.

It was not, it turned out, just one memory, but a
knot of disconnected, fragmented moments so tightly
clumped together they were indistinguishable from a
single one. In all of them, Jesse was screaming. In some
fragments her screaming was full-lunged and primal, in
others little more than a pitiful ragged wail. The
monster was always there, making sounds at her over
the screaming. It petted her hair, in the memories where
Jesse curled and cowered; it pinned her still, in the
memories where she thrashed and fought like a wild
animal in a snare. Its eyes were bright bright green and
blood came out of them sometimes, sliding down its
cheeks as it cornered her again and again.

“You’re calm, Jesse. You're calm. It’s me, your
aunt Maharet. You are safe.”

Jesse did know that they were words; she felt them
pressing against her mind, trying to worm their way
inside. They didn’t make it past the barrier of her terror,
which distorted all the sounds into nonsense. It didn’t
matter that the thing could mimic human speech, the
same way it mimicked the appearance of a woman with
long red hair and a sad mouth. She knew what it was,
now—not a human, no matter how flawless its
disguise. It was a monster out of a nightmare and
nothing existed except her desperate, animal need to get
away from it, to run, run, run, she had to run—

“Please, my darling, you're going to hurt yourself.
You're not afraid. Can you hear me? You 're happy and
safe and there's nothing to be afraid of.”

In one or two fragments, she did not start off
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how anyone could want to die. Now, well. She was
imagining and understanding lots of new things.

“Were you around, when he tried?” she asked.

Armand looked away, curling in on himself. Jesse
remembered Rashid’s warning about bringing up
Armand’s ex. That had been in the context of her
teasing him, though, and this is anything but that.
Besides, she and Armand are friends now.

“He would have succeeded, had I not—" his throat
bobbed. Something in his eyes had deadened—Ilike he
wasn’t seeing Jesse or the room around them, but some
other time, some other place. He let out a slow, very
shaky breath and concluded, “Yes.”

Jesse could take a hint; the memory was clearly an
extremely painful one. It would be the height of
hypocrisy to force him to linger in it, when he had not
pestered her to discuss any of the things he’d felt and
seen in her head.

“Have you ever tried?” she asked.

Armand smiled, small and wretched.

“Yes. When [ was very young. I refused to eat.
Like you, I believed it to be my only means of escaping
a life I found intolerable.”

Jesse recalled, in sudden and vivid detail, how thin
Armand had been in those fragments of his memory
that she witnessed. The way his bones had jutted out;
she hadn’t realized it was because he was trying to die.
What an awful way to go starvation must be. Slow,
agonizing. The exact opposite of an impulse. How old
could he have been, back then? His body had been a
child’s. It was appalling: a child, resolutely choosing
death day after day after day, over whatever else he was
suffering.

“What made you change your mind?”’

Armand gave her a long, steady look. She realized,
with one of those flashes of insight she got on occasion,
that he was assessing her. The reason he was choosing
his words with such care was not self-protection, but
consideration for Zer. Deciding what she could
withstand hearing at the moment and what she could
not. Handling her delicately, the same way he did
Rashid. Did she seem fragile to Armand?

Stupid question. Of course she fucking did.

“I didn’t change my mind. My circumstances
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closed until she swallowedziall down. A sluggish
torpor spread through her and filled her limbs with
lead. It pressed the terror down low, suffocated it
underneath a thick blanket of pharmaceutical
tranquility, and Jesse stopped screaming. Maharet bent
low over her, cupping her cheek, her expression stark
with desperate hope. Her eyes were a rich, warm
brown, rimmed in red that had not yet spilled over in
tears.

“Jesse?”

“Please let me go, aunt Maharet,” she pleaded, or
tried to. Her throat was so torn that it came out cracked
and squeaky.

“There you are, my darling. Oh, Jesse, I’ve been so
worried.” Cold lips, kissing her unmoving ones. Cold
fingers tucking the hair behind her ears. Cold forehead
pressed to hers. Cold breath against her face as Maharet
exhaled a shuddery sigh.

“Please, I won’t tell anyone. I’ll be good. I won’t
say a word. Let me go.”

She was lying. The moment she had cell reception,
she was going to call 911 and plead for somebody to
help her, please, anybody, there was a woman living out
in the woods who wasn’t a woman, she only looked
like one. She wasn’t even living. She was a dead thing,
an evil thing, a monster, a monster—

“You weren’t ready, little one,” Maharet said, her
voice so very, very gentle. She brushed the tears from
the corners of Jesse’s eyes with her thumbs. “I thought
you were, when I asked you to come stay here, but
you’re too young. I should’ve known. It was wrong of
me, wanting to sweep you away from your life before
you had a chance to live it. I’ll do it right, next time. I’ll
bring you back here, once you’re the age we were when
Khayman came to us and shared the blood. It was only
a few months into our forty-fifth year. I’ll try to get it as
close as I can. Won’t that be nice? We’ll match.”

It was so hard to make Maharet’s words into
meaning in her mind, through the smothering fog of
whatever drugs she’d been given. But she understood
the answer to the only question that mattered to her
right now: Maharet wasn’t going to let her go. Jesse’s
face crumpled.

“Please. Please, I want my mom. Please.”

“I am your mother, Jesse. I’'m the mother of your
mother’s mothers. I am the deepest root of our Great
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trends simply to pass the time.

Rashid was clearly trying to convince Armand;
there was a stubborn set to his jaw and he didn’t take
his eyes off him.

“I’m great at lying. You know how great at lying |
am.”

The corner of Armand’s mouth pulled down into a
brief grimace, but he nodded. Jesse knew what it
meant, that Rashid had been willing to invoke his
betrayal as proof. Just to spare her a little pain.

In the end, they decided that the lost phone excuse
was the simplest and most convincing. Rashid proposed
going out to a shop and buying a cheap phone and
contacting Maharet with it. They were supposed to be
off in Barton-upon-Humber; plenty of people forgot
their phones on the train. That way, if Maharet was in
contact with anyone else in the Talamasca—a terrifying
thought that never would have occurred to Jesse on her
own—they would confirm the story. It would explain
her delay in finding a replacement, too, if she was away
from home.

“Anyway, you get really focused when you’re in
the middle of an investigation. I’m sure your aunt
knows that about you,” Rashid pointed out.

“Mabharet knows everything about me,” Jesse said,
dully.

It welled up again: that paralyzing fatalism. This
wasn’t going to work. They wouldn’t get away with it.
Mabharet would see through it; she would know, the way
she always knew everything. She would find Jesse and
kill Rashid and probably Armand, too, and it would be
Jesse’s fault. And then Maharet would have her and
she’d never, never, never, never get away. She
shouldn’t take the risk. She should—

“I am going to stay here with Jesse,” Armand
announced, getting to his feet, “While you go and
purchase your ‘burner’ phone.”

Rashid and Armand exchanged a look. Jesse,
struggling to her feet with considerably less elegance
than Armand, joked, “Geez, what? Are you worried
about leaving me alone? It’s not like I was
contemplating suicide fifteen minutes ago or anything.”
Or fifteen seconds. Armand might not have heard that,
though.
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forehead pressed to hers, new. The ceiling of the hotel,
not her room in Sonoma. Rashid’s hand, warm in her
own.

“She was waiting,” she said. It shocked her, how
normal her voice sounded, until she remembered that
all that screaming had happened fifteen years ago, now,
“This whole time. She’s only been waiting.”

They took a pause before the final push. Jesse,
feeling claustrophobic after those blurry memories of
her terrified captivity, went for a fifteen-minute walk
around the streets surrounding the hotel. Rashid elected
to stay back, carefully composing his reply to the flurry
of texts Maharet had sent. But Armand joined her, a
silent and reassuring presence, his hands in his pockets
as they strolled. Jesse was a little nervous, at first, when
she noticed how people’s eyes gravitated towards the
pair of them and lingered as they walked by. Then, with
a small jolt of understanding, she remembered that
Armand was beautiful. He was, in fact, stop-and-stare-
at-a-stranger-in-the-street beautiful.

“Is it like this everywhere you go?” she asked,
when a man in a suit very nearly collided with a
lamppost a few feet away from them.

“Does it come across as bragging if I say yes?”
Armand asked, “Because the answer is yes. And it is
only sometimes a brag.”

“If T ask something, will you answer me honestly?”

It began to rain softly; Jesse hadn’t even realized
Armand had brought an umbrella until he was opening
it up, holding it over both their heads as they continued
to walk.

“Unwise to make that kind of guarantee without
hearing the question, first.”

“Am I ugly, without my long hair?”

That was enough to make Armand’s steps falter,
just for a moment. An unintentional but reassuring
piece of evidence that he was no longer deliberately
eavesdropping on her thoughts.

“No, Jesse. You’re not ugly.”

He smiled, a small but genuine thing.

“In fact, that girl with the green boots we passed
two streets ago was looking at you, not me. She was
wondering if you might be gay. She thought, between
your very short hair, your tattoos, and the fact that you
are wearing men’s clothes that do not fit you well—and
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will not willingly abandon you to that fate. She will
never touch you again, if | have anything to say about
it. Do you understand?”

Jesse nodded, too overwhelmed with gratitude to
speak.

“But there are many, far less permanent
alternatives that we can attempt before it comes to that.
Your only options are not Maharet or death.”

Numbly, Jesse nodded once more. She couldn’t
bring herself to feel offended that Armand had been
eavesdropping on her thoughts. They had been, in all
likelihood, extremely loud.

She wanted Armand to be right. She wanted it so
badly. She believed that /e believed it. But belief didn’t
mean something was real, and she couldn’t conceive of
any way out of the snare. What hope did they have
against such a formidable enemy?

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Armand replied to her
unspoken doubt, “what a little theatre can accomplish. I
believe that you are correct: Maharet will never allow
you your freedom while you live. But it occurred to
me...”

“...you could fake her death,” Rashid finished for
him. He had settled himself on the floor near to both of
them, she realized. Now that she was no longer
entranced by Armand’s gaze, she could look at him.
Her little breakdown had undone all of Armand’s hard
work; he was tense and frowning again. What a shame.
It had been nice to see him happy, for a few moments.

“Precisely.”

Fake her own death? It sounded absurd.

“Do people actually do that, outside of
Shakespeare plays?” she asked, her voice small and
wavery.

“Very infrequently, in my experience,” Armand
said, “But your circumstances are rather unusual, don’t
you think?”

Jesse opened her mouth to argue that it was
impossible. There was no way out for her, no escape.
But...was that true? Could they do it?

“HOW7’,

Armand held up a hand to stop the question.

“Obviously, we will need to do a great deal of
discussion over the particulars of any plan before we
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objections, “And I’ve already bled it, so it’s just
wasteful if you don’t.”

They finished their drinks and returned to their
places on and around the bed. A twenty-minute break,
almost down to the second.

“Shame this is the last one, huh? We’ve got this
shit down to a science.”

It was a bit feeble compared to her usual jokes.
Jesse let out a slow breath. Just one more. She could do
just one more. She kept telling herself that, right until
Armand began to bend down to touch his forehead to
hers.

“Wait, wait, stop.”

Armand froze; Rashid’s hand tightened around
hers.

“Whatever this is...it was enough to make me lose
my marbles back in Sonoma. What if that happens
again? What if we come out and I start screaming and
you can’t get me to stop?”

She saw the pair of them exchange a glance. They
didn’t immediately dismiss it as a non-concern, which
was considerate. Maybe she did have good taste in
people. Maybe Maharet was the exception and not the
rule.

It was Armand who answered her, “While |
approve of your caution, I believe it was your aunt’s
presence and not the memory itself which caused that
reaction. At least, that was how it felt to me.”

Jesse exhaled shakily, nodding. He was right...
probably. But it still frightened her, thinking of how
disjointed and incoherent her thoughts had been. What
had Mabharet done to her, to make her like that? What
was she about to re-live?

“Okay. Okay, yeah, you’re right. Just—I’m sorry,
in advance, if I freak out.”

“We’ve got you, Jesse,” Rashid reassured,
squeezing her hand, “We’ve got the after part down to a
science now, too, remember?”’

“Oh, of course. I forgot, we’re experts.”

She shut her eyes, and said, “Last one.”

“Last one,” Armand echoed.

It took him almost a full minute to unseal the
memory. Jesse understood why; she’d seen how it kept
slipping loose, back in Sonoma. Maharet had taken
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“Jesse, you’re okay, everything’s going to be okay

But Rashid shouldn’t say that to her, because it
wasn’t. Maharet was untouchable. Immutable. She
wanted Jesse and she would have her. Jesse wouldn’t
even be able to fight it, in the end. Her body would
succumb, just like it always did. She would tremble, or
puke, or come, or cry—whatever Maharet chose. And
her mind would succumb, just like it always did. She
probably wouldn’t even remember trying to resist in the
first place.

It wasn’t hard to guess the outcome, based on
precedent. She’d submitted to Maharet so many times
before that it had been programmed into her, down to
the marrow. Like muscle memory. Like riding a bike—
once you learned you never really forgot. Never forgot.
Bit of irony there. Jesse wanted to laugh at it, but that
would’ve required air in her lungs.

There were black spots swimming across her
vision. Maybe she was going to pass out. That would
be nice. Take a little break. Or maybe she was dying.
That would be nice, too. It wasn’t something Jesse had
ever wanted before. But then, she’d never consciously
come toe-to-toe with a fate-worse-than before, had she?
Much less one so clearly inescapable by anything less
than death.

It would be nice to die here on this hotel floor. The
suite really was quite pleasant. Jesse was glad Rashid
had splurged on it, since it was Armand’s favorite or
whatever he’d said when Armand was under the bed.
She was glad Armand had such good taste in hotels. A
nice place to go. It wasn’t fair, that Rashid would have
to watch her die. She did feel bad about that. But
maybe Armand would turn his face away. Or maybe he
could just erase it from Rashid’s memory later. Oh,
Jesse hoped not. She hoped Armand didn’t ever do that
to Rashid—bury anything inconvenient, reshape him
this way and that. No, no. He didn’t do that, did he?
She didn’t think he would. But then, she wasn’t the best
judge, was she? How many times in those memories
had she thought: no, no, she wouldn't do that to me— It
was honestly getting repetitive, how fucking wrong she
was every single time.

But she wasn’t really dying, she knew. People who
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Mael was going to be gone for the rest of the
month, off to visit someone named Eric who Jesse
thought was either her aunt’s ex or Mael’s ex or perhaps
both. So she was alone in the big, empty house—apart
from her aunt’s domestic staff, of course.

That first day of having the house to herself, Jesse
went and found Graciela. She’d memorized her
schedule by now and knew she would be around that
day. She was probably making a nuisance of herself and
she knew it. This was just a job to Graciela; she was
probably only nice to Jesse because she was afraid
she’d get fired if she wasn’t. Jesse knew that. She tried
not to be a pest.

But she was so lonely. It wouldn’t hurt to chat with
her for just a few minutes, would it? Jesse found her in
the kitchen, working her way through the dishes from
last night’s dinner. Graciela smiled when she saw her.

(Was it bad, that Jesse found her braces kind of
cute? Was she an awful person, for secretly thinking
Graciela’s green eyes were beautiful? Jesse was with
Mabharet. She was happy; they were in love. It was
everything she’d always wanted. She shouldn’t even be
noticing that anyone else existed, let alone wondering
what it would be like to kiss them. It was only a little
crush. Just a harmless, meaningless flutter in her
stomach any time she caught sight of Graciela. She was
never going to act on it, obviously.)

Jesse hopped up onto the counter beside the sink,
asked, “So what’s the new drama?”

For a month now, once a week, whenever they ran
into one another, Graciela would launch into an
explanation of everything that had happened on the
newest episode of some medical drama she was
obsessed with. It was, from the sound of it, utter
garbage. Cheap melodrama served up in a hospital
where the doctors seemed to mostly make out in
elevators and have personal crises at work. Graciela
gave Jesse humorous rundowns on all the back-
stabbings and drunken hookups and tearful confessions.
Jesse didn’t really care about the show; she couldn’t
remember the name of a single character. But Graciela’s
summaries were so funny, so irreverent, so mean. How
could she not hang on every word? How could she
resist joining in, cracking jokes?
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Rashid’s, petting him so carefully with those deadly
claws.

It had all been abstract to her, what Rashid said
about the appeal of knowing how much damage
Armand could do to him, and being sure he would not
do it. But Jesse got it a bit more, now. She had a far
more concrete sense of what it felt like when a vampire
did not restrain themselves. She could see why this
would be so important to him: for someone with that
much power to hold it all back and simply cradle him.

“Director Talbot wants you to turn your phone on,”
Rashid announced, not opening his eyes.

“What?”

“Your phone. It’s been off for two days,
apparently.”

Jesse’s first reaction was to think that that couldn’t
be right. She so rarely turned her phone off. But she
cast her mind back...when had she last used it? She’d
been texting with Maharet as she waited for Rashid to
bring Armand from the airport. When she’d heard them
at the door, she’d been so nervous and distracted that—
yes—she’d not just silenced her phone, but shut it off
completely.

And she hadn’t glanced at it since. When would
she? For the last two days, Jesse hadn’t been a part of
the world. She was on pause. Down for maintenance.
Back soon.

“Apparently Clive and Nigel have been bickering
over how to translate some section of some ancient
tablet and your remote services as impartial tiebreaker
are urgently required or bloody civil war is going to
break out in the halls of the Motherhouse.”

There it was: Rashid’s sense of humor, back again.
Jesse didn’t know what they’d talked about while she
was out or how Armand had managed to comfort
Rashid. She didn’t need to know. She could tell he was
doing better than he had been for at least a day, she
thought. Probably longer.

“The things I do for world peace...” she muttered,
tracking down her phone and switching it on. It took a
moment for it to restart, and when it did—

Nine missed calls: two from Director Talbot, and
seven from Mabharet.

Thirty unread messages: four from Director Talbot,
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painkillers with her breakfast and did not drink all day.
She drifted from room to room in the house, trying to
read, trying to work on the quilt, but nothing held her
focus. She was, she realized, bored. It was boring here.
How hadn’t she noticed that before now?

Again, that evening, a call from Maharet. Again,
the overwhelming feeling of relief, as soon as Jesse
heard her voice. Jesse asked how soon she would be
home; Maharet did not know. A few more days, at least.

That night, as she was tossing and turning and
waiting for sleep, Jesse realized she hadn’t had sex in
two whole days. She’d been a virgin, when she got off
the plane in San Francisco, and every day since then
she’d had sex at least once. More, most days.

(But it was odd, wasn’t it? Jesse thought back to
that first night here. Her first time with Maharet.
Candles everywhere; rose petals on the giant bed, pink
and white and yellow. The way they got caught in
Maharet’s hair. Like something out of a music video.
Romantic and soft and perfect.

Except.

When Jesse had warned—in halting words, her
face burning hot with embarrassment—that she was
still a virgin, Maharet had laughed. A low, hot, mean
little laugh that had made a muscle deep inside Jesse
clench. What had Maharet meant by that laugh? By her
words after it: “Of course you are, sweet little thing”?

Why had it felt so familiar, Maharet’s cool tongue
sliding against her clit? The feel of her fingers
indenting into the soft flesh of Jesse’s thighs, as she
parted them to make more room for herself? It should
have felt new. Why didn’t it?)

The third day, Graciela was back. She came to find
Jesse this time—out on the terrace, drinking her
morning coffee.

“Is your aunt still gone?” she asked. Something
urgent about her tone.

“Yes, why?”

Graciela had something held between her hands.
She was nervous, Jesse realized. Scared, even.

“I told you, my program at school is pre-law. I
want to be a lawyer, do advocacy work. I want—to help
people who need help.”

“Yes?” Jesse was baffled by the seeming
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the end for the morning, when she hoped her own
future would feel a little less bleak?

Before she could ask their thoughts about
postponing, Rashid’s phone buzzed. A rare thing—he
habitually had his notifications turned off, with
exceptions programmed in for a few work contacts. He
pulled it out to look.

“It’s from Director Talbot.” His grimace was so
fleeting that Jesse almost missed it. She remembered all
in a rush what Rashid had told her in the pub a few
weeks back. It felt like lifetimes ago: everything before
she walked into this hotel suite did. But it hadn’t been.
It was recent. It was current. He had probably talked to
David this morning when he stopped by the
Motherhouse for her things.

Before Rashid could even open the text, Jesse
turned to Armand and asked in a rush, “Has Rashid told
you about him?”

Armand’s eyes slid over to Rashid and then back to
Jesse, “Told me what about him?”

It was probably a dick move, what she was doing
right now. Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything at
all. She wasn’t a great liar, but there was still time to
bail out. Come up with something half-true and
plausible that would preserve Rashid’s privacy. But
what if what he needed right now wasn’t more privacy?
He’d said he was handling it, but that honestly sounded
more like a tactic to get her to drop the subject than it
was any indication of a real plan in the works.

Jesse couldn’t stand it, knowing and not saying
anything. Rashid looked profoundly unhappy: his
shoulders were tight and he was staring unseeing down
at his phone, a dark flush on his face. Miserable, and
silent, and full of shame. She didn’t want anything in
the world to make him look like that ever again.

Understanding slotted into place in her mind. She
was never entirely sure if these intuitive leaps she made
were her powers at work or simply a combination of
insight and luck. Either way, a theory occurred to her
and she voiced it immediately.

“You haven’t told Armand because you’re afraid it
might upset him, right? Little too close to home? So
you just—put up with it and don’t tell anyone because
you don’t want to trouble them?”



