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A Renaissance in Blood

By Jamie Craig


Chapter 1

Jesse Madding died alone.

What would Gideon say if he saw this?

It was fitting for Jesse’s final thoughts to
be of Gideon. The vampire’s face lingered in his mind. He always
remembered Gideon the same way—bathed in silvery moonlight with a
bloody battle-axe held loosely in his fingers. He had looked
immortal, unending. Jesse didn’t know why it was that memory that
hung before him like an image still from a movie, when there were
so many moments and days to choose from. He dreamt about it, too.
Every night. Only, in his dreams, he was convinced that Gideon was
still alive, and then he woke. And he remembered in shaking, dark
seconds that Gideon wasn’t there, and would never be there
again.

His muscles burned. There were more demons
than Jesse had expected, and he had been armed to face a dozen. As
soon as he shot one, or sliced one in half, or stabbed one in the
chest, another would pop up. Every lesson Gideon ever taught him,
directly or indirectly, came rushing back to him. Duck and then
turn. Stab right and then left. Shoot the smaller one because it is
faster than the lumbering giant approaching. Stay focused. Always
stay focused. Vampires didn’t have spirits, or else he might
have fooled himself into thinking that Gideon’s ghost hung at his
shoulder, whispering advice, giving him strength he never dreamed
he could possess. He didn’t burn with exhaustion. Adrenaline and
endorphins flooded his system, removing his free will. He had to
fight. If he didn’t, his skin would split in two and all the energy
would pour from the shell of his body.

But there were still more demons than he
could possibly kill. He had gone hunting and found the nest in an
abandoned warehouse—abandoned because the demons had eaten, maimed,
and tortured the inhabitants until they finally claimed the space
as their own. The warehouse had three stories, and apparently a
basement, and the monsters poured from unknown doors and
materialized from the corners. Gideon wouldn’t have taken these
things on by himself, even at his most reckless. But Gideon had
never been this reckless. He always had something to tether him to
the Earth, even if that was just his own guilt.

Jesse just wanted to kill things until he
felt better. Or until he didn’t feel anything at all. Don’t let
him just kill stuff. Emma’s voice. Humans supposedly had
immortal souls, so maybe she was there at his shoulder. Warning
him. Because he finally understood the thing in Gideon that craved
bloodshed.

Blood ran thick and hot from a gash in his
forehead, coloring the world a deep red, but besides that, he
remained uninjured. A part of his brain chewed on that problem,
convinced there was something wrong. He had felt the claws against
his body, grasping and holding him as tightly as any lover could.
But there was no blood.

A demon grabbed the sword and yanked it from
him. Jesse let it go without a fight, automatically reaching for
the gun at his side. His father had a veritable armory in the
house, including guns and grenades. He claimed they were
collectibles, and some of them were. Bullets didn’t always kill
these things, but they sure as hell caused damage. Empty eye
sockets gushed black blood. Pieces of skull and horn went flying,
revealing the sticky substance of freshly exposed brains.

What would Gideon think if he saw this?

Jesse thought he would be proud. Proud of
Jesse for fighting. Maybe he wouldn’t agree with Jesse’s ultimate
plan, but these demons had killed dozens of people in the area, and
they were growing. They were spreading. Invasive species. That’s
what they would have been called by biologists. They were invading,
and Jesse wasn’t going to let them. And Gideon wasn’t there to stop
them.

He lost track of time. He had lost track of
time when Michelle sat on the edge of his bed and said with a
solemn frown, “We need to talk, Jess.” Time had become something
malleable and frightening. He could make seconds last for hours. He
could make days collapse into seconds. So now Jesse didn’t know how
long he stood fighting, only that he finally reached the point
where he couldn’t raise his arms to defend himself.

The demons realized Jesse’s weakness at the
same moment. They actually smiled, licking their lips and preparing
for the final charge. At least a dozen of them were within two or
three feet, but he knew there were more on the periphery. They
would swarm, unmindful of the blood and corpses of fallen comrades
under their feet.

“Sorry, fellas.” He yanked the grenades from
their clips, letting them fall to his feet.

They all froze. It would have been comical,
but Jesse didn’t even have time to smile. Everything went orange,
everything went white, and then everything went black.

When the smoke cleared, Jesse Madding stood
alone.

He dropped to his knees, unmindful of the
flames that still burned untended, the ash coating his skin, the
hot wood beneath his legs. Soot covered his hands and arms, and
probably his face, too. All of the demons were burning, smoldering
corpses, reeking of shit and rubbish and smoke. Jesse stared at his
hands, knowing without checking that he wouldn’t find a single
injury on his body.

For a moment, Jesse wondered if he was a
ghost. But he could still hear his heart pounding in his ears. And
that pain—that horrible, sharp pain—still pierced him with every
breath. The loss of Gideon and Emma was a sword, stabbing him every
second, reminding him without fail that he was alone. He had
nothing.

Not even the comfort of his own death.

Approaching sirens finally penetrated the fog
in his head. In the old days—old days that weren’t that long
ago—Jesse would have stayed to speak to the authorities. He’d say
whatever he needed to say to keep Gideon out of jail for assault or
arson or whatever else, and then he’d go home. Their home. The home
he shared with Emma and Gideon. But none of that was true now. If
he stayed, there would be too many questions he couldn’t answer.
And he wasn’t going to his home. He was going to his father’s home,
and Oliver Madding wouldn’t bail him out of jail if he was caught
in the right place at the wrong time.

Jesse pushed himself to his feet, marveling
as he moved with ease. One step after another. He had never been so
stunned by the difficult simplicity of locomotion. He didn’t borrow
Oliver’s car, because he hadn’t planned to drive it home. He just
walked, putting more and more distance between himself and the site
of his supposed death.

Every question narrowed down to only one
question.

What did she do to me? What the fuck did she
do to me?

Jesse was so absorbed in the question, he
didn’t hear the being behind him until it was practically on top of
him. It could have been anything—a vampire, a burnt demon, some
other monster. He reacted on instinct, his body still focused on
survival, even if his heart wasn’t. But the throat he grabbed
didn’t belong to a vamp, it belonged to a fifteen-year-old girl. He
loosened his grip, but he didn’t release her.

“What are you doing here?”

The wide, chocolate eyes staring up at him
were defiant. “You’re the one sneaking out of fucking Fawlty Towers
in the middle of the night.” Dominique Chappell didn’t even make
five feet, but her tiny, fifteen-year-old body was as steadfast as
any opponent he had ever faced. “You tell me.”

“I’m an adult.” Jesse kept his voice even,
though his nerves were frayed, and she was the last thing he needed
to deal with at that moment. “I don’t sneak out of places. You, on
the other hand, have a ten o’clock curfew.”

She cocked a single brow. Michelle had taken
the teenager in when her mother—and Michelle’s lover—had been
killed. It was frightening how many of her mannerisms Dominique had
picked up in just the thirteen months they’d lived together.

“You know Michelle isn’t going to give
two shits about me if she finds out you were tripping the light
fantastic.” Her gaze swept over his ruined clothes. “Or just
tripping, even.”

“No, I’m pretty sure that Michelle is going
to be worried about you wandering around in the middle of the
night. Do I need to remind you again that I’m an adult?” Jesse
sighed, unsure why he was even arguing with her. “Did you follow
me?”

“Someone has to look out for your ass.”
Dominique shrugged off his hold, her riot of dark curls flipping
over her shoulder as she stepped back. It cast her in shadows, her
dark skin merging into the surrounding murk. “What do you think
you’re doing, anyway?”

“Killing demons. Come on, let’s go home and
get something to eat. I’m starving.”

They fell into step next to each other, three
of hers to every one of his, but Dominique didn’t say a word as
they headed for the bus stop at the end of the deserted street. She
looked over the schedule to figure out the best way to get back to
the Madding house near Hyde Park, then sat down on the bench to
wait for the night bus to arrive.

“We got ten minutes before it’s supposed to
get here. You might as well park yourself, because my feet are
fucking killing me from following you here.”

Jesse settled beside her, but only because
his feet were starting to ache, too. “How many times do I have to
tell you not to do that? It’s dangerous, Dominique. What if one of
those demons got past me and went right for you? What would you
have done?”

Without a word, she bent down and lifted the
baggy leg of her jeans. When she straightened, she cradled an
ornate dagger from his father’s collection in the palm of her
hand.

“I listen to you,” she said calmly. “When
you’re not talking shit.”

Jesse gently took the dagger away from her
and held it up to the streetlight. It was a prized part of Oliver’s
collection—an antique. Jesse smiled despite himself, wondering how
Dominique knew exactly which piece would make his father hit the
roof.

“Don’t do that anymore, Dominique. If
anything happened to you, Michelle would murder me. And I…I just
don’t want anything happening to you.”

“Don’t sneak out anymore then. Problem
solved.”

“I wasn’t sneaking out. I was hunting
demons.” The protest sounded weak to his ears. Neither Michelle nor
his father encouraged him to leave the house. They especially
didn’t want him to search for vampires and demons. “There was a
whole nest of them on the East End. Somebody’s got to take them
out.”

“A nest. And one of you.” Even in the
darkness, there was no mistaking the roll of her eyes. “Yeah.
That’s sane.”

“What was I supposed to do? Take a
fifteen-year-old with me?”

“Two against a horde is better than one
against a horde. Or you could’ve asked Michelle. It’s not like
she’s got to worry about watching her back.”

Michelle could definitely hold her own in a
fight. An immortal Guardian, she was the only person in Chicago
Gideon wouldn’t cross, regardless of the provocation. The thought
made Jesse double over, and he stared at the ground between his
feet.

“Michelle doesn’t enjoy killing demons. And
she certainly wouldn’t have enjoyed this particular excursion.”

“You don’t look like you’re rockin’ the
casbah, either.”

“Did you get into somebody’s cassette
collection or something?”

She shrugged, turning her head to look down
the road at the approaching headlights of the night bus. “So I
found some Clash stowed away. Just goes to show not everybody in
that house of yours has always been dead.”

No, he hadn’t always been dead. And there was
more where that came from. He had records, eight-tracks, cassettes,
and even a few early CDs. All things he had left behind when he
moved to the States—ostensibly to continue studying, but really to
find Gideon.

“Well, you can keep it if you like it.” The
bus stopped in front of them, and Dominique jumped to her feet. He
let Dominique follow him around because sometimes, when he was with
her, he didn’t feel like a zombie. Now he followed her to the seat
in the back of the empty bus. “In fact, you can keep anything else
you find that you want.”

“That was yours?” Her crooked grin was a
moment of pure unadulterated joy. She didn’t have many of those,
even in his presence. “What other secrets are you hiding away?”

Jesse snorted. “Of course it was mine. Did
you think I was born this old?” He must have seemed ancient to the
teenager. He felt like he had aged twenty years in the past month.
“And as for my other secrets…well, you’re too young. I don’t want
to give you any ideas.”

“Oh, please. I’ve been living with Michelle
for how long now? You really think I haven’t figured out how to
break my way into the good shit?”

“I guess that depends on how you would define
the good shit. Honestly, I think it’ll take more than a year for
you to figure out how to get to the really interesting stuff.”

The bus stopped and a man got on. He took one
look at Jesse and his face registered shock and disgust. Jesse
glanced down, and realized that dark globs of burnt flesh and blood
still clung to his jacket—which was hanging open, revealing his gun
and two of his knives.

“Why didn’t you tell me I look like a
psychopath?”

Dominique glanced over, then lifted a
nonchalant shoulder. “Because you look more alive now than you do
half the time I catch you in your room. I figure, why fuck with
what works.”

Jesse pulled his jacket shut with one hand
and turned to the side, hoping nobody else would notice him and
ring the police. You look more alive. Except, he was
supposed to be dead. Tiny bits and pieces scattered all over the
East End.

“Did you see the explosion?”

Dominique turned to mirror his position. “No,
but I felt something. You blow the fuckers up?”

“I thought a few grenades would even the
odds.” For both sides. Funny how it didn’t work out that way. “But
that’s why you shouldn’t follow me when I go out like this. I
didn’t know you were there, and you could have been hurt in the
blast.”

“I was two blocks away. Try again.”

“Were you two blocks way because that’s where
you stopped, or were you two blocks away because that’s where you
happened to be?”

Her full mouth pressed into a line. Busted.
For several seconds, all he heard was the low rumble of the
bus.

“Somebody’s got to take care of you. Don’t
see why I can’t have the job.”

Because it was dangerous. Because Jesse felt
like he was going to fly apart, with or without the help of
grenades, and he didn’t want this girl to be caught in the
fallout.

“Maybe you’re right. But Michelle whisked me
to London. I think the responsibility is on her shoulders. Unless
you think she’s not doing a good job of it?”

“Doesn’t matter what I think. What matters is
you don’t think she’s doing a good job of it. Otherwise, you
wouldn’t be sneaking out of the house all the time.”

Jesse sighed. “It’s not that easy,
Dominique.”

But he didn’t know how to explain the desire
to go out in a glorious blaze of light to a teenage girl. And he
didn’t know how to explain that it was difficult to look at
Michelle without feeling a tug of anger, and not knowing where that
anger came from. What happened had absolutely nothing to do with
her, and he should be grateful—on his knees—that she was there to
try to put him back together. He wasn’t grateful, though. He just
hurt.

“But I won’t sneak out anymore. Clearly, I’m
a bad influence on you.”

Dominique smiled. He’d always thought it was
impossible for such a young girl to look so old, but now he got it.
“I like your influence, you know.” She paused. “You’re the only
real friend I got, Jess.”

Jesse studied her face, but there was never
anything except complete sincerity in Dominique’s eyes when she
looked at him.

“These days, I think you’re the only real
friend I’ve got, too.”

Jesse stood as their stop approached and
offered his hand. Dominique let him pull her to her feet, and he
relished the warmth of her skin. This was the sort of contact he
had to be content with now, which seemed ludicrous to Jesse, when
so much of his life had been dedicated to the joys of physical
touch in all its variety.

“We won’t be stuck in London forever,” Jesse
promised as they exited the bus. “I’m going to talk to Michelle
about going back to Chicago.”

Another roll of her eyes. “Good luck with
that. I think she’s taking root. Her and your old man Ollie act
like they’re long lost pen pals or something.”

Jesse thought that was probably why he
couldn’t really stomach being around Michelle anymore. He had
pointedly escaped Oliver Madding, and then Michelle had dragged him
back. And worse, she had immediately stepped into Oliver’s home and
life as though she’d always fit there.

And between the two of them, there was one
word that was never uttered in the Madding residence. Even if
sometimes Jesse thought he just needed to talk about Gideon.

“Yeah, but your home is in Chicago. It
wouldn’t be right to keep you here, away from everybody and
everything you knew.”

“I’ll live. As long as you don’t go
disappearing on me, too.”

The house loomed in front of them, dark and
dreary. It represented everything Jesse had always hated, and the
thought of returning to his claustrophobic bedroom slowed his steps
even further. Only the fact that Dominique was with him kept him
going, even though she seemed as reluctant to return as he did.

“You’re not going to tell Michelle I snuck
out, are you?” she asked.

“No. Not this time. It’ll be our secret.”
Jesse paused at the door. “Unless she’s waiting for us in the
entryway. I don’t suppose you have a convincing cover story?”

“I did before I found you looking like the
Reaper chewed you up and spit you out.” She peered to the side.
“Maybe we should go in the back way.”

“Come on, then.”

Jesse led her around the side of the house to
the door that would let them into the kitchen. Dominique had a
light step, and he did not have to worry about anybody hearing her.
And Jesse knew how to move without waking a sleeping
vampire—another needle working its way through his heart. He
unlocked the door and gently pushed it open. Nothing stirred in the
shadows, and he allowed Dominique to pass in front of him.

She moved through the house as if she’d lived
there for years, not just a month. The first thing she did was go
to the refrigerator and pull it open to look inside. Jesse bit back
his smile. His father had had the kitchen redone in his absence,
and he still couldn’t remember which cupboard hid the fridge.
Though that might have been because he’d only started venturing
from his room very recently.

“This family does shit for leftovers,”
Dominique complained. “Anything specific you want?”

Jesse moved to the sink and turned on the
faucet as hot as he could stand it. He thought he could get the
blood from his skin, but not the smell. And in the confines of the
spotless kitchen, the smell was not something he could ignore.

“A sandwich is fine. Unless there’s something
specific you want.”

“I’d kill for a decent pizza,” she muttered.
She grabbed a container of sliced ham and some condiments, setting
them on the counter before rooting around for bread. “How are you
going to explain what happened to you when Michelle sees you in the
morning?”

“How bad do I look?”

Dominique glanced at him out of the corner of
her eye. “Maybe nothing a shower won’t fix. But unless you burn
your clothes, she’s still going to figure it out.”

Jesse leaned against the counter heavily. He
had been caught in a fire before, and though the flames never
touched him, it still took several days to fully recover from the
smoke inhalation. He still felt the heat of the fire licking at the
ground near his feet, and on the walls, and over his head. The
memory of coming home and finding Gideon and Emma asleep as their
lives burned around them was still so vivid, it might have happened
the previous day.

But he had been in the center of a huge
explosion, and there was nothing wrong with him? Nothing a shower
wouldn’t fix?

“Something very strange happened tonight,
Dominique. I think I’m going to have to come clean to Michelle
anyway.”

“I already said I wouldn’t tell on you.” But
when she looked up this time, the teasing vanished from her face.
She abandoned her sandwich making to come over and frown up at him
more closely. “You look like you’re going to be sick,” she
pronounced. “What could have happened that was so bad?”

I didn’t die.

It was clear she wouldn’t step away until he
gave her an answer. He chose his words carefully. “There were more
demons in the nest than I had anticipated. Several of them attacked
me at once, before I could break away and throw the grenade at
them. But look…” He shrugged off his damaged jacket and rolled up
his sleeve, selecting a spot on his body that wasn’t already
vibrant with scars. “There’s not a mark on me. Even the cut on my
forehead isn’t bleeding anymore.”

She absorbed every detail with the same
intensity she gave to everything, remaining silent long enough to
make him itchy. “Maybe there just seemed like there were a lot.
You’ve been out of the game for a while.”

“Not so long I can’t tell the difference
between a handful and a horde of demons. And Michelle told me she
brought me here to heal. But when I woke up…whatever injuries I had
were superficial. Something’s not right.”

Dominique opened her mouth, but Michelle’s
hard voice cut her off. “Why are you up at this hour?”

“I woke her up. She came downstairs to see
what was going on,” Jesse said, surprised by how easy it was to lie
for the young girl.

“I wasn’t talking to her. Dominique, go to
your room.”

Dominique cast one glance in his direction
before saying softly, “Night.”

“Pleasant dreams.”

Michelle folded her arms and nodded at
Dominique as she passed, though her mouth was twisted with
disapproval. “I’ve asked you not to cover for her. I can tell she
went out.”

“She was with me.”

“She was following you, you mean.” Michelle
shook her head. “I’m not going to let her spend any more time with
you if you continue to allow this sort of behavior.”

“First, she’s going to do whatever she wants.
Second, I’m not her father, and I’m not going to treat her like a
child. And finally, where do you get off telling me what sort of
behavior is appropriate?”

Michelle’s eyes widened at his outburst.
“Where is this coming from, Jess?”

“We need to talk.”

Her lips thinned. “Yes, I think we do.”

* * * *


Chapter 2

The first time Jesse reached for Gideon and
found empty space instead, he didn’t panic. Gideon was always
careful with him after an injury, pointedly giving Jesse the space
he needed to heal. But a strong sense of foreboding filled him when
he gazed into the corners of the room and saw nothing. He ran his
hands down his chest and stomach, over his neck, across his thighs,
seeking new injuries automatically. But there was nothing new. Just
the old marks he had long grown accustomed to.

He waited. Not for Gideon, but for Emma. She
soothed him. She always played nursemaid for him, and she was
indulgent with him. She would crawl into bed with him, curl into
his body, and let her steady breathing put him to sleep. She
wouldn’t need to speak. She would only need to touch him, and they
would hold each other. Safe.

But Emma didn’t come. He waited patiently,
because he never doubted his Emma. But the door never opened. The
door that Jesse only gradually realized wasn’t his. And the bed
wasn’t the bed he shared with his lovers. He wasn’t in his
home.

The implication was too large to comprehend
at once, and so his fear grew, a small block at a time. It took
nearly six hours of his prolonged solitude and bleak silence before
the final block fell into place and Jesse could name his fear.

He was alone. He had been taken, again.
Somehow.

Later, Jesse learned he wasn’t alone at all.
Michelle hovered nearby, strangely anxious and just out of reach.
Dominique watched him from the doorway, ignoring Michelle when she
told the girl to leave Jesse alone. And of course, there was his
father, distant and curious, a single name always hanging between
them. Michelle spoke to him first.

We need to talk, Jess.

Jesse missed the way Gideon said his name. It
rumbled in Gideon’s chest, a single syllable that vibrated between
them. He always felt it just a moment before he heard it. He missed
the way Emma said his name. Softly. She breathed it between full
lips. There was never an edge in her voice, even when she had him
on chain and collar.

There was a fight.

Jesse missed watching Gideon dress. He was so
careful, selecting the right color and the right cut and the right
material. But right for what? Jesse never knew. Gideon always did.
Despite her more elaborate, feminine rituals, Emma never took as
long as Gideon to prepare for the day. It wasn’t that she cared
less. Jesse watched her, too, fascinated by the way she chose to
shield herself against the world. Why did she choose to wear her
hair in a ponytail one morning, and hanging around her shoulders
the next? How did she know when it was a day for deep red lipstick,
as opposed to the color she called “coral pink?”

It was more of an attack. A trap.

Jesse was always very proud of belonging to
Gideon. It was never anything he tried to articulate. It just was.
Knowing that Gideon was the fastest, the strongest, the best, and
how that reflected back on Jesse. But it wasn’t that. Because
Gideon wasn’t perfect, and he wasn’t the best. His flaws ran so
deeply into his being, it scarred him permanently. But he was
Jesse’s. He didn’t think Emma was perfect either, but she was the
most perfect person he knew.

You were outnumbered. Gideon tried to
defend you both. It looked like Emma was the first one
they…they killed her.

The world did not make sense. Michelle’s
words certainly didn’t make sense, because Gideon wouldn’t
try to protect them both. He simply would. And what had
Jesse been doing during this attack? He knew how to hold his own,
and he rarely left the house without some sort of weapon. What
could have been so overwhelming, so unexpected, that neither of
them could defend against it?

Derek found you in the hospital. There was no
sign of Gideon anywhere.

Gideon wouldn’t leave him. That was the fact
of Jesse’s life.

Jesse had a feeling this conversation would
go differently than the first one he had with Michelle after
waking. For one thing, Jesse didn’t feel like his head was full of
cotton. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d thought so
clearly.

“You know you shouldn’t go wandering around
after dark,” Michelle started.

“Why? I feel fine.”

“It could be dangerous. You don’t know what’s
out there.”

“It’s London. I know exactly what’s out
there. I should, I lived here most of my life.”

“And it’s dangerous for Dominique. She’s just
a child. She doesn’t need to be caught up in whatever you’re
doing.”

“I can take care of Dominique.”

Michelle crossed the room to inspect him,
invading his space. Jesse’s first instinct was to push her away,
but he stood still, allowing her hard gaze to travel over his
body.

“Gun? Grenade clips? Where were you?”

“A demon nest on the East End.”

“How long were you planning that?”

“Long enough to get some artillery.”

“I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t you mention
you found a demon’s nest? Why would you go out on your own? Why
would you take that sort of risk?” Michelle sounded genuinely
perplexed, like she couldn’t wrap her mind around Jesse’s obviously
illogical behavior.

“Maybe I didn’t want you to know.”

“Why not?”

“Because I didn’t want to be cornered and
asked a hundred questions.” He sidestepped to move away from her,
and walked to the other side of the kitchen. “Unlike Dominique, I’m
not fifteen. I don’t have to tell you every detail of my life.”

“You should tell me about the suicide
missions.”

Jesse fiddled with the grenade clips still on
his belt. “I don’t think I’ll be going on another suicide mission
any time soon. This one didn’t work, after all.”

Michelle’s mouth fell open. “What did you
do?”

“I think that’s my line. What did you do to
me, Michelle? I stood in the middle of a demon nest, and I barely
got a scratch. They should have been able to tear me apart. And
then, I tried to blow myself up. But here I am.”

“You let Dominique go with you? Were you
going to kill her, too?”

Jesse’s eyes narrowed. “She followed me all
on her own, if you must know. Now, are you going to answer me?”

“Is it so bad, Jesse? Is it so bad to be
here? So bad you’d kill yourself without even saying goodbye? Or
leaving a note? You weren’t even going to leave a body. I thought
you were stronger than that?”

“Stronger?” Jesse wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand. He didn’t think either choice was particularly
noble. “I’m more worried about the fact that I survived the
attempt. Do you have anything to say about that?”

“I wanted to tell you before you had the
chance to find out on your own. That’s why I didn’t want you to
leave the house. I didn’t want you to be surprised.”

“I was pretty surprised to survive two
grenade blasts.”

She continued without acknowledging him.
“I’ve made you a Guardian, Jesse.”

Jesse sucked his breath in sharply.
“What?”

“You were going to die. Your injuries were
critical. By the time I reached the ER, the doctors told me to say
my goodbyes. Was I just supposed to let you die there?”

“Yes.”

Michelle’s eyes flashed. “How can you say
that? How can you even think that? That doesn’t sound like the man
I know. The Jesse Madding I know withstood days of torture and
survived when others would have given up. He embraced life every
single day. He fought for the world.”

Jesse slumped into the nearest chair. “Maybe
the person you knew is gone. Forever.”

“How can you say that?” She slapped the
table, and he looked up, startled to see her so close. “Because of
Gideon?”

“You don’t get it, do you? Have you ever
loved anybody in your entire existence, Michelle? Do you even know
what it’s like to be in love with somebody? I don’t think you do.
Gideon has been the center of my world for most of my life. And
Emma…she was a gift. And now look what you’ve done.”

“What I’ve done? I’m not the one responsible
for taking them from you.”

“No. All you’ve done is condemn me to an
eternity without them.”

“Don’t talk like that.”

“I’m not going to wake up one day and think I
don’t miss Emma, or that I don’t need Gideon.”

“You will. Trust me, Jesse, time is stronger
than anything you’ve ever experienced. It doesn’t just heal wounds,
it destroys the memory of them. One day you’ll wake up, and you
won’t even remember them.”

Jesse made a shocked, choking sound. “Is that
supposed to be a comfort to me? That one day I’ll wake up and I’ll
forget about the people I cherished?”

“It’ll be a comfort to you one day.”

“Undo it.”

“What?”

“Take it back. Undo it. I don’t want to be a
Guardian. I don’t want to be immortal. Just take it back.”

For the first time, Jesse thought he saw some
sort of sympathy or pity on her face. “I can’t, Jess. Once the
process has begun, you can’t stop it. You can’t take it back.”

“Process? This is a process?”

“You don’t have all your strength, or
knowledge, or magic ability. Not yet. It’ll take some more time.
And some more training.”

“How could you do this without even talking
to me?”

“You were going to die. There wasn’t
time to talk. I barely had time to get you here.”

“Here? You needed to bring me home to do
this?”

Michelle didn’t answer.

“Does my father know what you’ve done? He
does, doesn’t he?” Jesse knew it shouldn’t matter, but he felt
betrayed. Fundamentally betrayed by the one person who should never
hurt him like this.

“Where are you going?” Michelle asked as he
headed to the door. “We still have more to talk about.”

“I’m going to talk to my father.”

“He’s asleep.”

“He can wake up.”

Michelle grabbed his arm. “You’re angry now.
I think you should just go upstairs and get some sleep. I promise,
things will look better in the morning.”

Jesse shrugged away from her. “I don’t sleep,
Michelle. And I never feel better in the morning. In fact, I’ll be
leaving in the morning.”

“You can’t.”

“Why? Because it’s dangerous? I think that
word has lost its meaning, don’t you?”

Jesse didn’t wait for her answer. He ran up
the stairs, taking them two at a time. His heart pounded in his
ears, and his fury only increased with each second. How could they
do this to him? How could they so thoughtlessly do this to him? A
lifetime seemed impossible enough, but centuries of this torment?
He couldn’t believe he had done anything to deserve this. Even at
his worst, he had done nothing to deserve an eternity of hell.

He didn’t bother knocking on his father’s
door. It flew open beneath his hand and Jesse could tell by the
older man’s startled breath that he wasn’t asleep.

“Jesse?” Fingers scratched against metal, and
the light on the nightstand flooded on. Oliver Madding sat propped
up on his elbow, blue eyes blinking against the illumination to try
and focus on his son. “What’s wrong?”

“How could you do this to me? Just tell me
how you could do this.”

The change happened immediately. Oliver
hardened, shaking off sleep to sit up. A tuft of silver hair stuck
up at the side of his head, but it didn’t diminish his stern
demeanor. “I don’t know what you think I’ve done, young man, but I
won’t tolerate this kind of disrespect in my home.”

“Think?” Jesse almost laughed at the tone of
his father’s voice. Like he was twelve, and would automatically
cower under the weight of Oliver’s disapproval. “I know exactly
what you’ve done. You betrayed me. How could you let Michelle do
this to me?”

“Michelle saved you. You should be
thanking her, not acting like a spoiled child.”

Fuck you. Jesse swallowed hard, afraid
if he didn’t keep a careful hold of his anger, what happened in the
warehouse would seem like child’s play. “Can you even conceive of
what she’s done to me? When everybody I’ve ever known is dead, when
I can’t escape the tedium of this world, when I’m completely alone
with nothing but an eternity of loneliness stretched ahead of me,
am I supposed to be thankful then?”

Oliver sighed and shook his head. “I’d hoped
you would have outgrown this melodramatic streak of yours. I see
that was overly optimistic.”

“And I can see you’re still the same arrogant
piece of shit you always were. Well, I guess we can both take
consolation out of the fact that you, at least, will be dead
soon.”

“Does that make you feel better?”

“That you’ll be dead soon? Yes. In fact, it
does.” The only thing that made him feel better was the thought of
getting the fuck out of the house. At least he didn’t have to be
afraid of being too weak to take care of himself. “I’m
leaving.”

“And go where?” Oliver shoved the blankets
back and rose from the bed. He was the only man Jesse had ever
known to sleep in full pajamas. “I’m genuinely curious. Do you
really think you can go back to Chicago? You can’t even look at
yourself in the mirror, Jesse. How can you look at all the places
you shared with him?”

Jesse’s hands curled into fists, and he spoke
through gritted teeth. “Say his name. If you’re going to play that
card, then you can say his name.”

A muscle twitched in Oliver’s jaw. “Let’s not
forget about Emma,” he said, ignoring Jesse’s directive. “You don’t
need the reminder of how you failed to save her, either, I
expect.”

His guilt for Emma was an ill-defined ghost,
always lurking over his shoulder. In that sense, his lack of memory
was a blessing. He could only assume the ways he might have failed,
and somehow, that was better than knowing the details.

“I don’t need to be in Chicago to be
surrounded by reminders of them. I never stop thinking about them.
I bear their reminders on my body. That doesn’t mean I need to stay
here with you.”

“Jesse…” Oliver ventured a step forward, but
when Jesse stiffened and retreated the same distance, he halted.
“Michelle and I only want what’s best for you,” he tried, lowering
his tone. “If you were thinking clearly, you’d see that. I never
had the opportunity to meet Emma, but from what Michelle has told
me, she was a good soul. She wouldn’t want to see you throwing your
life away.”

Emma wouldn’t want him to be miserable. Emma
wouldn’t pretend that Gideon never existed. Emma wouldn’t take his
free will from him just because she could. And Gideon never would
have allowed it. All the pain inside him crystallized and settled
in the bottom of his stomach.

“Don’t talk about her. You know nothing about
her, or what she would have wanted. You have no idea what’s best
for me, and you never have. What makes you think this is best for
me?”

“You’re asking me if it would be better to
let my son die?” Oliver shook his head and sat heavily on the edge
of the bed. “I’m not a monster. No matter what you might
think.”

“I don’t know if you’re a monster, but you
are selfish. I don’t think I could ever forgive that.” Jesse turned
toward the door. “Not that you care, I know.”

“I do care. I’ve always cared.”

Oliver probably thought he was being
completely sincere. But that didn’t matter. Jesse felt like he had
lost his father and one of his closest friends in a single,
stunning blow. The fact that Oliver claimed to care did not
mitigate these losses. Jesse stepped out of the room, silently
shutting the door behind him.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Jesse crept through the silent house,
listening for any sign that Michelle, Oliver, or Dominique were
still awake. He thought the two adults were asleep, but he knew
Dominique was probably just playing possum. When he woke that
morning, his weapons were gone. He improvised, and was now armed
with a long kitchen knife and two stakes. Jesse didn’t plan to seek
out another nest, but he needed to get out of the house.

He needed to move. He needed to push his body
to the point of collapse, or he would never sleep.

Jesse fully intended to walk to the East End,
but he reached the stop just seconds before the bus to Soho. The
promise of people, of music, of alcohol, of flesh, and sweat was
too attractive to ignore. He sat in the back of the bus, his lips
twitching into a small smile at the memory of the last time he rode
to Soho. There were months when he went there every night.
Everybody knew who he was, and could recognize him by sight.

Jesse would have liked to believe that those
nights were long behind him—a lifetime away—but he knew that wasn’t
true. He needed to be around people. He needed to feel their
warmth, and smell their sweat, and feel them push and rub against
his body. When Gideon was frustrated or angry, he wanted to kill
things. Jesse understood the bloodlust now, but he knew that
carnage would never truly satisfy him.

He felt a shiver of anticipation when he saw
the lights and the crowds. Jesse could too easily imagine losing
himself completely in the clubs. He was older now. Smarter now.
Changed in every way possible, but stepping out of the bus was like
stepping back in time. He wasn’t the only one attracted to the
pulsating life. There were always vampires on the streets and in
the clubs. Jesse planned to find a few, stake them, release a bit
of tension, and go home.

Despite the distance of years, Jesse hadn’t
forgotten a single inch of Soho. Some things had changed, of
course. Things always changed. But Jesse still knew where he was
and what he was looking for. A part of him knew the whole thing was
an exercise in futility. He wouldn’t feel whole again. He wouldn’t
shed years until he was nothing but a reckless kid who liked to
wear makeup and have a good time. Everything he loved or understood
seemed even further out of reach, but that wasn’t important. Not
while he was there.

Jesse bypassed open doors, strobing lights,
and house music. He couldn’t sense vampires, or pick out the silent
chest in a sea of beating hearts, but he still knew how to find
them. Over the years, living with a predator gave him the ability
to see them, even when they slouched in the shadows. He kept his
eyes open, watching for the creatures that were watching for
him.

His search took him down narrow, winding
alleys until he reached a door that wasn’t open. He hung back,
watching the people filter in and out. They wore leather and steel.
Collars with short leashes. Elaborate rope harnesses. They were
entering a secret world, one that wasn’t advertised or open to all
visitors. One he shouldn’t even be considering. He didn’t turn
away, though. He watched until he saw a tall, thick man with a
gleaming head duck into the door. Alone. Jesse licked his lips and
followed.

There had been a time when he would have
walked into a cloud of cigarette smoke, but the recent bans had
changed things, even in a dark, dangerous club like this one. Now,
the air was heavy with other scents, scents that had him hard and
throbbing before he recognized all of them. Perfume. Beer.
Come.

Blood.

Beads of sweat popped onto his brow. No air
conditioning. He’d forgotten what a luxury it was in England. It
made him itch to shed his clothes.

A scream filtered from behind the wall before
it got cut off.

His mouth went dry.

This was where he could forget. It was
different enough not to remind him of some of his best memories. It
was similar enough to leave the taste of them on the back of his
tongue.

A broad hand smoothed over his ass. “You’re a
fresh treat,” a man rumbled in his ear. His Essex accent was thick,
the chest pressing to Jesse’s back a solid wall. “Looks like me
luck just changed for the night.”

It was the same man he’d followed into the
club. If the man was a vampire, then he could smell the waves of
arousal coming from Jesse. No, not just arousal. Need.
Desperation.

“What makes you think I’m here for you?”

His other hand smoothed up Jesse’s chest,
over the line of buttons to his open collar. Cool fingers curled
around the front of Jesse’s throat, the tips digging into the old
bite scars on his neck.

“What makes you think I’m going to let
anybody else have you?”

His fingers were too blunt, and his voice was
the wrong pitch. But Jesse didn’t care. He tilted his head back
automatically, shivering when the vampire’s nails pressed into his
skin.

“So I guess you’re not big on sharing?”

“Nah. I’m a selfish type.” A tongue slithered
along the side of his neck. “And more than a little peckish.”

Jesse almost squirmed, his skin prickling at
the thought of the vampire’s sharp fangs sinking into his
flesh.

“I think we can work something out.” Jesse
strained his eyes through the crowd and found a marked door on the
side that undoubtedly led to a more private area. Not that Jesse
minded letting the vampire have his way with him in the middle of
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