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	This book is dedicated to 2022.

	 

	Without change something sleeps inside us.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“There are not many things that I can look at for very long, except the sea.”

	 

	–King Haggard, The Last Unicorn
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PART 1 - SUMMER

	 

	“I felt quite clearly the burden that I’d placed on those around me. If I could’ve run off into the hills, I would have. If I could’ve lifted the burden of me from them, I would have done so, gladly. But, I’m only one person, still.

	I admit that I craved company. And attention. And that simple urge to know that someone else in the world—outside of my own meat and bones—remembered that I existed.”

	 

	-The Blood Brute, The Chronicle of Owl Court (Addendum).



	






Chapter 1

	Headless

	 

	Rise tried to dream—reaching for memories of Cypriot, of coven life with Ogrim and Salter, of Iskar’s pulse and blood. The harder he reached, though, even imagining back to the destroyed bridge at Dunsinann, he only succeeded in seeing through the eyes of small critters scurrying about its riverbank.

	A shadow fell over those critters: someone stood beneath the bridge, pressing against its great stone supports. This new perspective gazed up at the stars, at the lean-back moon. A jaw tried to move, to articulate speech, but there was no jaw left …

	Rise jolted awake. He rolled over in his narrow berth, otherwise alone in the cabin that Captain Simit had afforded him, Iskar, and Hudd. The ship lazily rocked and arched as it crossed St. George’s Channel, ferrying them to whatever was left of Wales. Sailors’ footsteps pounded the decks overhead. Bleak sunlight filtered in through the small, round window. He couldn’t tell the time, nor for how long he struggled to sleep. Rise drew the covers over his head and tried to forget the world. His coven’s chronicle, now just a mass of pages hardened and waterlogged, poked against his jaw from its hiding place beneath his pillow. Cypriot’s lock of hair, he kept that still in his trouser pocket. That new gaze he’d dipped into … it terrified him. If only he could dream peacefully, then he might see Cypriot. He impatiently pushed hair out of his face. When was the last time he’d cut it?

	He jolted again, this time in fright, when the cabin door flung open. An all-too familiar figure entered, her balance shaky as she carried a tray loaded with books.

	Rise blinked away the last of his sleepiness and sat up. For a moment, he was back in the tower at Basilica X. Someone had just unlocked his cell door: Tseng arriving with a shallow bowl of that disgusting blood-cream soup. He could still taste it.

	“Tseng had seemed happy that day in the stables …” Rise murmured as his blankets pooled in his lap. He cast his mind back to Port, gently reaching for Tseng’s sight, but too much of the sea lay between them.

	“Hi! Good, you’re up. Don’t let this get cold,” chirped the newcomer, who unceremoniously plunked her tray into Rise’s lap. On top of her books sat a tidy but battered metal teapot. Rise sensed blood inside, human blood.

	“Thank you, Gillon.” Rise managed a sleepy and somewhat-grateful smile. He set his hand to the teapot. Still warm.

	“I figured that you’d still be resting.” Gillon’s Warwolf stripes flushed with pride across her face and throat, disappearing into the collar and neckline of her sailing shirt. She plopped onto the cabin’s floor and drew up her legs, as if for story time.

	Rise hesitated when she made herself comfortable and hesitated yet again at how she gawked up at him, as if he were a circus animal. With Iskar and Hudd above deck and rather keeping out of his way of late, though, it was nice to have some company.

	“You know,” he cleared his throat, taking a moment to gently rearrange the bedding beneath her heavy tray. The to-and-fro lilting of the ship was an annoying constant to everything he attempted to do. “I can drink from Iskar at any time. I don’t need you to bring me a … teapot of blood from The Chariot’s humans that are kept onboard.”

	“Yes, I know,” Gillon grinned, one of her canines missing, “but don’t you want to taste them, too? The other humans that we have down in the hold? My fellow sailors are driven mad with the idea that two—two!—new humans came aboard with you, yet they’re not allowed to drink from either of them. Iskar and Hudd. Captain Simit said so, about staying away from them, something about respecting our honorable blood brute guest.”

	Rise stared at the teapot. His stomach gurgled; heart pulsing harder as it craved the blood on offer. Yet, the specter of Simit rose in his mind. The man ran a tight ship. He pushed the tray down the bed. 

	“Thank you, but I’m not really hungry. When I am, I can just drink from Iskar.”

	“Aw no, come on,” Gillon insisted as she manhandled the tray into his lap again. Surprisingly strong for someone so young, scars and scrapes crossed the back of her hands and ran all up her forearms. Occupational hazards. “You need to drink, and it’s such a bother getting out of bed and going down into the hold, I’m guessing, right?” Her grin turned impish and she tilted her head. “Besides, if you stay here, then I can tell you some of the new things that I’ve figured out. I was reading about the origins of the zombie virus again the other day …”

	Her misguided flirtation was one thing—that he could handle—but Rise brindled hard at talking about the past. He almost handed the tray back to her.

	Almost.

	Iskar and Hudd tended to stay on deck these days to integrate with the crew, rather than keep him company. Iskar had muttered something about needing fresh air, giving Rise space, not wanting to waste their days while Rise stayed under the covers. Not even Captain Simit gave Rise the time of day. Gillon was the only one who sought him out, came and talked, who seemed to enjoy his dour company. So, Rise kept the tray in his lap. Tolerated her.

	“And it’s fascinating how the different countries of the world, no, I shouldn’t even say ‘different countries’, more like how different peoples reacted to the outbreak.” Gillon beamed up at Rise, as if hoping he would mirror her obsession over how the zombie brutes came to be. However, Gillon’s fascination with what he was, at his blood brute nature, also rang clear on her face.

	Something in her brown eyes—that demanding cheekiness, that expectation of just being tolerated by others despite being rather obnoxious—reminded him of Cypriot.

	“I don’t know how you do it, Gillon, wanting to remember such a terrible past. You don’t seem to mind talking about a pandemic that’s long-shattered the world,” he admitted, genuinely meaning the compliment. At least having Gillon here allowed Rise to speak out loud, not just to himself. He swung his bare feet onto the floor. The wooden planks felt good and solid against the soles of his feet. Still, his shoulders carried a deep ache. How many hours of sleep were needed to heal his injuries? “But I’m not drinking blood from a teapot. We may be on a ship, far from any shore, but I’ve done my time taking succor this way. When I’m hungry, I will drink from Iskar.”

	Rather than appear put out in any way, Gillon seemed quite pleased at Rise’s straightforwardness. She sat up a little straighter.

	“I don’t mind talking about the zombie outbreak at all,” she chattered. “Don’t you care, Rise, about where it originated? How it all happened? How, from rumors one spring to a few short months later, could the world be turned upside down? Forever?” she asked, voice light and airy, without a discernible accent. She leaned forward, some of her brass-brown curls falling in over her wide shoulders. Her Blaschko lines flashed across her face; trained to arc like thin zaps of lightning between her freckles. “The outbreak allowed us Warwolves to come out of hiding for the first time in our history,” she continued. “To step into the vacuums of power left, when humanity succumbed to the virus and the brutes spread. Even you, as a vampire, were bitten by a zombie brute.”

	Life beyond the end of his nose felt far too much to grapple with. He watched the enthusiasm clear on Gillon’s face. He didn’t know whether to be disturbed by everything she said or not. For him to be disgusted by her interests, that might make her leave. Then he’d be all alone again.

	Rise grasped onto that one dream that he prayed would make everything right again, that would sort out his life: Owl Court and Holly Hill reclaimed, a salted boundary in place around those red brick walls. Rise homed inside those walls, with whatever he could salvage of his coven. Even just thinking about that unbearable dream, his attention drifted back to the cozy bedcovers. Comfort called to him, to crawl beneath their warm protection. And rest. He needed rest. 

	Gillon fell silent. He couldn’t remember if she expected an answer. Had she even asked a question? He waited. Gillon only grinned—he could nearly see his reflection in her gappy teeth.

	She rose up a little and leaned in close, setting her hands to his knees, finally asking what she’d obviously skirted around ever since Rise climbed aboard: “What’s it like being a blood brute, Rise? What’s it really, really like?”

	Rise hesitated some more. The teapot’s contents had cooled down to room temperature, distracting him no longer. He wanted bedcovers over his head. To hide. He wanted Iskar.

	“A blood brute is an undead vampire,” he spoke down to the stack of thin books upon the tray.

	“I’ve been there, you know, when it happens. I’ve seen it.” That sparkle left her gaze. A sudden seriousness came over Gillon, a seriousness that clenched fear in Rise’s stomach. “I was there, one day, when a Warwolf sailor fell overboard. Instead of drowning, he was bitten by a zombie brute under the waves. They like to gather near and beneath water … I don’t get it, though, wouldn’t you think that’d just bloat their corpses and that’d be the end of them? Anyway, when we hauled Tid back onboard he … We sort of go asleep, right? Us vampires, if we’re bitten? Then … Tid instantly wanted to kill himself from the very moment he woke up. We tried to stop him, even tied him up for a while … however, he knew our ropes and sailing knots. The next time he escaped and flung himself overboard, there was no rescuing him.” Her grip tightened on his knees. Gillon’s voice dropped to a whisper. “But, not you though, Rise. You’ve stayed alive for so long.”

	Holly trees stood tall against a somber sky. Worms studiously turned away from the corpse buried beneath the great network of ancient roots. Brown eyes closed, never to see the dawn again.

	He shrugged and ignored the torment of Cypriot’s death.

	“I don’t know, Gillon. Maybe I should do away with myself by my own hand, as all other blood brutes have?” Rise suggested with a forced and grim grin. “Maybe, then, mother nature might be happier with the world?”

	Gillon giggled, dissipating any fear he’d just felt. “Nah, don’t do that. You’re a wonder of the age, Rise, of this new Warwolf age upon the world. I bet those in charge now are only d-y-i-n-g to figure out how you’re still alive.” She lifted a book from the tray, drummed her fingers across its cover. “Is it something inside, like your own sheer force of will, that’s keeping you going? Although, the science of it all really calls to me … has it anything to do with the viral spread that caused the zombie outbreak?”

	“Lucky me.” Rise deadpanned.

	A sultry toss of her bronze, wavy hair. She wore some sort of perfume, even as a sailor upon this ship. “It’s pretty damn cool in my eyes.”

	Rise didn’t think he’d ever been cool a day in his life. “Thank you.”

	Another grin as she got to her feet. “I can’t stay much longer. Gotta get back to work.” Then Gillon fixed her gaze on Rise, as if expecting something. He handed back the tray, not knowing what she wanted.

	Well, he did know. Rise wasn’t interested.

	Footsteps in the corridor outside. Two male voices.

	“That’s Iskar and Hudd,” Rise told her. Even though he’d lost his magnificent hearing upon turning into a blood brute, Rise would know his blood match’s footfall, his voice, and Hudd’s Southern accent anywhere.

	“Sheesh,” she whispered with a disappointed glance at the cabin’s door. Gillon took two thin books from the tray and placed them onto Rise’s bed. “Take a look at these scientific journals, okay? They’re about how pandemics spread. I’ve added my own notes in the margins. From what I’ve studied, I think that-”

	“Gillon?” Rise gently interrupted. A part of him liked her affectionate flirting—made him feel like less of a monstrous outsider—and he was eager to know the details about her previous life. Had she been a Warwolf for hundreds of years, hiding from humanity with the rest of them until the plague? Or was Gillon only recently turned, ever since the Warwolves stepped out of hiding and infiltrated society?

	Iskar and Hudd grew closer.

	She eyed the teapot. It rattled on the tray as she navigated through the open cabin door. “Yes?”

	Rise waited until she looked at him properly. He smiled. “Thank you. For tending to me. For visiting.”

	She laughed as she left, holding the door open for a grumpy-looking Iskar. Gillon was unable to keep the longing out of her eyes for the great vein in his throat, for his untasted blood. “I try my best,” she called to Rise.

	Hudd and Iskar passed no words with her, only waited until her footsteps died from the low, dark corridor outside.

	“We need to make our move soon,” Iskar pointed upwards, indicating the sailors on deck.

	Back to reality, I see. Rise tried not to pout as the men brought pressing plans and glum faces, with their matching spider web tattoos upon their cheeks, marking them out as Rangers of the town of Port. Lots of teeth-sucking from Hudd. An uncharacteristically sharp temper from Iskar. Rise groaned under his breath. He flung himself back into bed. The two journals that Gillon left behind fell, thump, thump, onto the floor.

	“Oh, she’s left you some light reading,” Iskar noted with faint sarcasm. He picked them up and studied their spines.

	“How the Scientific Community Responded to the Pandemic …” Hudd muttered as he squinted over Iskar’s shoulder. “A Subject-Level Time-Trend Bibliometric Analysis. Fuck me, what does that even mean?” The older ranger shrugged and sank onto the bed situated opposite Rise. Iskar sat alongside Hudd.

	“The Evaluation of Oxidative Stress in the Young Adults with mRNA Vaccines from Viral Induced Acute Pericarditis-Myopericarditis … is that even English?” Hudd went on, almost affronted that such books could exist. “It wasn’t so much that there was a zombie apocalypse, though …” he pointed out. “The world seemed like they could handle that. Well, sort of. No, it was when those Warwolves came out of hiding, made vampyrism known, started their barbaric crusade against humanity …”

	The blankets covered his ears, but still Rise heard them yammer on. His cheeks burned, heart thudding against his ribs. He didn’t want to hear any of this sort of talk. Let the past stay where it was.

	“We need to make a move soon,” Iskar repeated as he tumbled the books into Hudd’s lap for him to investigate. “This sailing is taking way too long, Rise.”

	“We’ve gone too far north, by what I can tell from the stars,” Hudd said but sounded distracted as he rifled through the journals, flipping pages with little care.

	And what do you want me to do about it? Rise tried not to snarl. Couldn’t he have peace and warmth and safety for once? He peeked at them from beneath the blanket’s corner. “Have you tried bringing it up with Captain Simit?”

	“W-well, no.” Iskar looked at him, a faint trace of dismay or even disgust beginning on his face. He glanced at Hudd. “We thought that you might have a word with him? Confront him, I mean, about the voyage taking too long.”

	Rise didn’t move from beneath his nest. His heart pounded on and on far too hard and fast. The thought of leaving this warmth and safety … “Me?”

	“Rise, we’re not like the rest of the inhabitants on this ship-” Iskar began, gently enough.

	“We’re not vampires. Stick out like a sore thumb,” Hudd went on in a firmer tone. Rise expected Hudd to rip off his blanket like a disapproving father.

	“Plus, the Warwolf crew is growing tetchy. Neither of us feel safe anymore onboard. They’re going to drink from Hudd and I soon enough, all of them, the whole crew, no matter how much Simit warns them not to.”

	“What do you want me to do?” Rise spoke into his pillow. His heartbeat worsened, rattling against his ribs, at the thought of all the Warwolf sailors descending upon Iskar and Hudd. The two wouldn’t survive. Then, he’d be left truly alone.

	A strained pause. Then, the shuffle of boots.

	“Rise …?” Iskar knelt beside the berth and set a hand on the blanket covering his shoulder. Rise felt the tremor rocking through Iskar’s hand, echoed in the trembling of his voice. “I know that you grieve Cypriot still,” Iskar said. “But, right now, Hudd and I … we both really need you to-”

	Rise flung back the covers. “I grieve a lot of things,” he snarled as he rolled out of bed, glimpsing the shock on Iskar and Hudd’s faces. He stood before them, tall, Blaschko lines flashing across his skin in warning. “What do you want me to do? Simit is obviously sailing off course. Where’s he taking us? To meet whom? You both fear for your safety onboard. Well then, I’ll go talk to him, hash it out, right this second, then!”

	“I think,” Iskar gently—deliberately—set his hand to Rise’s arm, as if that would calm him down. “Maybe, perhaps, we’re beyond the talking stage, though? Do you think?”

	There was something in that cloying touch—the first of its kind from Iskar—that angered Rise. An attempt to calm him down, as if he were some sort of beast who didn’t know common sense or how to regulate his mood. A very Cypriot gesture, affectionate yet with that faint haze of manipulation. Rise recognized it, didn’t like it. He pointedly moved his arm out of Iskar’s touch, resisting the urge to glower at him.

	“Alright then,” he tried not to snap. Iskar and Hudd still had fear in their eyes. Your coven’s not safe here. “No point in talking to Simit. Okay. What have you decided between yourselves, then, out of earshot from me?”

	Iskar blinked at the accusatory tone, but Hudd stepped in front of him.

	“We’re all afraid,” he said. “So, we must act, son. To rid ourselves of that fear, yes? Is that bookworm of any use? She worships you, Rise.”

	“Bookworm?”

	“Gillon,” Iskar filled in. He nodded at her journals that Hudd had placed on the floor. “She’s quite taken with you, Rise. Is there any way that we can use her infatuation to our benefit? Does she have sway over Simit or the rest of the crew?”

	“I don’t want …” he tried to put it into words, but his heart hurt. He wanted Cypriot, even if it was only in a dream. Rise hated that Gillon, perhaps the only person still with a bit of joy and curiosity left in them, could be used this way. He disregarded the idea with a shake of his head. Rise gazed back at his own rumpled bed. Why couldn’t life just leave him alone for five minutes so that he could grieve in peace? On the other side of his sorrow surely lay nights and nights of meeting with Cypriot in his dreams? Maybe Rise could conjure up the old bridge at Dunsinann again? They could sit together, him and his kitten, bare feet dangling over the trickling river. Everything whole and green and pulsing with life. Before the world went to shit.

	“Rise?” Iskar’s gentle touch again upon his arm.

	Rise blinked out of his thoughts. His bed now looked less like a cozy nest and more like the messiness of a brooding teenager. An old anger tickled Rise’s stomach. He didn’t want any of this: to be on this ship, without his Cypriot, for Iskar and Hudd to be in such danger, for Simit to be untrustworthy. Why couldn’t Rise just … return to Owl Court without all of this? Why couldn’t life be simple, for once?

	Blood brute. Blood brute. Blood brute. The old torment whispered through him. His balled-up blankets annoyed him. That trapped feeling threatened to close his throat.

	“I’ll just sink the ship, then!” he heard himself say and bore Iskar and Hudd’s gasps of alarm. “I’ll do it,” Rise stressed, talking over their protests.

	“What on earth are you talking about?” Iskar didn’t so much gently touch his arm as grab both arms forcefully.

	“Can you even do such a thing?” Hudd looked at the cabin’s walls, doubtful that Rise held the type of magic or strength that could rip apart the planks.

	“We sink the ship the next time it’s closest to shore? Run it aground? Something. I don’t know.” Rise shrugged and avoided Iskar’s intense gaze. He hated how the moment he attempted to do anything, people were always caterwauling and utterly against the very notion of him trying a solution. Salter had been the very same. Why bother complaining to him in the first place if they didn’t like his ideas?

	“Rise, there’s plenty else that we can try before leaping to such a desperate plan.” Iskar held both of his arms tight, scoldingly, as if Rise were caught smoking behind the bicycle sheds.

	He shrugged him off, shoulders rising up to his ears as the two men protested.

	“It’s a hopeless situation we’re in, right?” Again, he talked over them. “So, let’s lean into that, make it even more hopeless.” This was very much the wrong thing to say. Fear washed through Rise when Iskar threw him a dangerously dark look. 

	“Okay, okay, let me talk to Gillon first,” Rise changed tactics, lifting his hands, showing his palms to calm them down. “Let me talk to her about what’s going on with Simit, okay? You’re both right,” he had to admit, or risk losing their support altogether. “There may be … another way. Or something.”




Chapter 2

	Crux

	 

	Although not exactly keen to be outside of the cabin’s confines for longer than what was absolutely necessary, Iskar and Hudd agreed to leave Rise alone one last time. Iskar’s plan, to go above deck with Hudd and tell Gillon that Rise wanted to speak with her, worked perfectly. Hudd and Iskar returned to the cabin and hid inside the little closet just before Gillon arrived. Soon, she bustled into the otherwise empty-seeming cabin with a new pile of books under her arm.

	“They’re acting almost like a currency now, books, journals, written accounts of any sort,” she declared with deep glee. She showed Rise the cover of another scientific journal, plastered with several post-it notes containing long-winded titles in her messy handwriting. Gillon had moistened her lips with some gloss, her perfume wafted about, heavier than usual. She sank onto the floor again, cross-legged, and clutched her books against her chest, as if awaiting instruction from a respected sage.

	“Iskar said you wanted to see me?” she asked, voice a little too excited and breathy for Rise’s comfort.

	Rise sat on the edge of his berth—he didn’t tend to move much from his bed anyway. Although they’d heavier things to talk about, just before they dove in, it struck him how lovely it was to have someone appear so excited to visit. Excited to visit him, specifically, from out of an otherwise desolate and lonely, lonely world.

	“How did you get all of these?” he asked of her treasures.

	Tseng, Salter, now Gillon—so many of the women he’d met deeply loved books and reading. Although Scorper flashed into his mind and he frowned. She’d probably rather eat the pages one-by-one than put her ego aside long enough to read.

	“I try to get new journals anytime I’m in a port. We’re not allowed, of course, to leave The Chariot in case we spread disease, especially the zombie plague—although we are allowed to disembark in some ports. Some places just don’t care about disease, even everyday infections like the flu,” she chattered. “There’s a lot of tension around how much people should care about infection, how it actually spreads. Some say that the zombie plague was humanity’s fault. That only the Warwolves could save the earth from their idiocy …”

	Rise let her talk. He lifted his head and inhaled her perfume; a small smile came to his lips. For the longest time, throughout his imprisonment in Basilica X, even at Port, Rise felt that he hadn’t conversed with anyone, not properly. Gillon’s nonsense chatter could very well be Ogrim talking, relaying half-remembered facts from a documentary about the Assyrians that he’d watched one Sunday afternoon, even though he’d fallen asleep halfway through. 

	This could be Salter talking at him about all of the things wrong at their little smallholding, and all of the things that still needed doing, and if he could also perhaps source some more ballpoint pens or ink in the middle of an apocalypse?

	This could be Cypriot speaking, too, from their whispered chats in bed, long after their passions. Cypriot liked to draw his fingertips around Rise’s chest, lightly teasing his skin, and tell him all about the pigs’ adventures that day, or how bothersome the owls could be when he entered the barn. That barn was the last place that he and Cypriot had known each other, dived into their love …

	He’d felt, at first, that it was a terrible, guilty thing to ‘take to his bed’ in grief, like a love-lorn southern belle. However, those days in bed gave him space to think, almost as if his thoughts finally had time to ease apart, relax, spread out for introspection and examination. He glanced at the closet. Iskar and Hudd really shouldn’t be so worried about him.

	“Tell me, Gillon, when is The Chariot next nearest to shore?” Rise interrupted whatever she was blathering about. He met her surprised gaze, telling her wordlessly that his question was of the utmost importance.

	“Tomorrow night.” The words immediately plopped out of Gillon’s mouth.

	“Are you sure?”

	She hesitated, picked at the floorboards by her feet.

	“Gillon?” Rise pressed, alarmed that she didn’t immediately switch sides from her crew and divulge every piece of information to help him.

	“Tomorrow night is when the ship will next be closest to shore,” she admitted, guiltily, as she betrayed her captain. Then a pause. “Not that it matters to our kind, but there’ll be a new moon then, too. The night—the land and the sea—will be dark.”

	Excitement rushed through him. “A Simit’s plan? What does he mean to do with us?”

	“I … don’t really know,” Gillon gathered a journal to her chest, looking like a disappointed child. “Although, I suspect that the more senior sailors know what’s going on, are in on his plan. We’re sailing further north, that’s for sure, skirting along the English coastline now that we’ve crossed the bulk of the sea. I don’t know what’s left in the north that’s worth traveling to, though. Could be another port, could be just an inlet or drop-off point, I don’t know.”

	Rise’s gaze flickered to the round window, although it showed nothing but night, then back to the closet. It wasn’t necessary, as Rise could see in the dark just as well as in daytime, but he always kept a small nautical lantern lit for Hudd and Iskar’s human eyes.

	Silence stretched. He could ask her to find out the full extent of Simit’s plans, to spy and eavesdrop. Iskar and Hudd would help her, too. But, if their best chance of escape was tomorrow night, why bother doing any of that? A rush of impulsivity took over Rise as he remembered declaring to Iskar and Hudd that he would sink this very ship so they could escape—why not just go ahead and do that? None of this tedious to-ing and fro-ing. No spying and slinking about. He’d done enough sneaking about and such nonsense at Basilica X.

	“I need to be free of Captain Simit and this crew, Gillon,” he spoke plainly, testing the depth of her attraction towards him. “I need to get my two humans off this ship. Soon, your fellow sailors won’t hold back from their blood lust. Iskar and Hudd, they’ll be ripped apart and-”

	“Yes, I know,” she interrupted, picking at her shoelace, head bent. “My crew jeers at them. Even our humans down in the hold … mock them, too. You’re right. You don’t have much time at all. How do you propose to-” Gillon fell silent mid-sentence. Her eyes widened. “You need me to help you, right?” her voice trembled.

	Rise felt her flirtations quench, her devotion to him wane at the possibility of losing her place on The Chariot. He’d never been a ladies’ man. Never dapper nor suave. Cypriot had come to him so easily during the coven’s time in Singapore, as one might hold out their finger and a wee thrush might land there to sing and enchant. He wanted to spring out of bed, grasp her shoulders—perhaps even kiss her or God knows what else—to bind her to his plan, force her to go along. However, Cypriot had taught him so much: easier to catch flies with honey. Rise had indeed borne the brunt of that honey for decades.

	“Let me show you something,” he said enticingly as he leaned back in the bed and pushed his arm under the pillow. The chronicle’s brittle pages and cover brushed his fingertips.

	Gillon moved quickly. The moment that Rise leaned back, she hopped onto the bed and straddled him. Whatever gloss slicked her lips pressed against his throat. Soft and warm and … female … enveloped him as she snaked her hands around his body.

	“Whoa wait! That’s not what I mean!” 

	Even her slight weight broke him out in a sweat. He wanted none of his, not a bit. Cypriot, Cypriot, Cypriot ran through his mind as Rise eased her off, unable to meet her hurt and confused expression. She retreated from the bed, back onto the floor.

	“Oh, I thought that you …” Gillon spoke in a tiny voice, lightning-bolt Blaschko lines searing down her reddened face and throat.

	A terrible silence then. Rise’s heartbeat thundered. He stared at the top of her curly head, trying to work out if she was about to run to Simit and end them all.

	“Is it because … you’re a blood brute?” she asked softly, grasping for explanation. Gillon fought her tears, but they spilled down her freckled cheeks all the same. “And therefore you can’t-”

	“What? No, of course I can!” Rise brindled at the mere suggestion. He and Cypriot would’ve been stuck to one another amid the sheets for weeks—weeks!—at a time, had the abuse at Basilica X never happened. The owl-like markings of Pigeon Man’s face swam in his gaze. Rise shuddered.

	“Oh, I see. You’re just not interested in me then?”

	He almost agreed. The words almost dropped from his lips into the world. Rise had half-nodded. He turned it into a confused shrug, struggling to find words, as if disinterest in her wasn’t really his true reason. He expected Gillon to see right through this charade, though, and turn on her heel and flee his cabin, all disparaged and scorned.

	“I think I get it,” Gillon said. She hadn’t left. She took up a journal, crinkling its creased pages against her chest again as she gazed at the floor.

	“You … do?” Rise asked, not having a clue what was going on.

	When Gillon next looked at him, more tears shimmered in her brown eyes. “It’s Iskar, isn’t it? He’s your-”

	“Y-yes,” Rise cut across her, dismayed that she might speak of blood matches aloud. He glanced at the cupboard, not ready to have that conversation with Iskar. Rise felt it, though, on the horizon, that moment when he’d have to confirm to Iskar that he was indeed Rise’s blood match … without much or, indeed, any choice in the matter, save for them to be drawn together, somehow, through blood and pulse and fate. Hudd and Iskar’s ears must be burning indeed right now. 

	“Yes, he is mine,” Rise gathered strength into his voice. Perhaps it was best to tell Iskar in this manner? Rise didn’t think he could actually say this aloud when face-to-face: “And I love him. And. We’re together.”

	His heart hammered as he waited to see her reaction. How was it that, despite confining himself to these quarters and lolling in bed like a spoiled teenager, that Rise’s heart threatened to leap from his body so often? Why couldn’t he lounge in peace?

	“I see,” she said in a small, defeated voice. She let out a sad sigh. “So, you’re into men. I’m sorry.”

	“Oh no, please, don’t be.” He chewed his lower lip, touched his fingertips to the wet smudge left by her lips on his neck. Rise tried to gauge her temperament, her disappointment, how best to proceed. He wanted to let out his own sad sigh—why must everything in life be so tricky? Who knew what Hudd and Iskar’s reactions were in the closet? “It’s fine,” he added weakly. 

	Rise reached out and touched her scarred forearm with his fingertips. “Let me show you that thing I mentioned earlier.” He rummaged under his pillow again, this time pulling out the chronicle. The crinkle of its damaged papers was the only other sound in his cabin. The lamplight flickered across its peeling cover.

	Gillon's eyes widened. “What’s that?”

	“The book to end all books,” he told her with a proud, conspiratorial smirk. “You gave me scientific journals and the like to study? Well, you should know about this book, too.” At her confused expression, Rise gingerly tried to part some of the pages. She hissed at the warning crackle from the dried-out book. “At Owl Court,” Rise went on as he tried to open the leather cover, “where my coven used to live, Salter, one of the vampires there, took to chronicling our daily lives. Writing down even the littlest detail, like whether we burnt the toast or not. I must admit, I thought it a foolish endeavor for the longest time …”

	A huge grin broke over Gillon’s face. Her stripes flushed into life, this time in excitement. Her pink tongue pressed through the gap left by her missing canine.

	Rise considered the heavy book in his lap, a thing he’d once hated. A record of all his failures, even the nagging, daily ones at Owl Court. Why hadn’t he just let this book slip from beneath his shirt when swimming out to The Chariot? Why couldn’t he just let the sea claim it? A warm fuzziness swelled within. His eyes momentarily flooded with tears: This was the one thing that he still possessed from those heady days. He’d lost everything else, bar Iskar.

	“A primary source! It’s an account of pre- and post-pandemic life, am I right? From your coven’s perspective?” Gillon practically squeaked from behind her hands as she clasped them over her mouth. She was so taken with the chronicle that she didn’t even notice Rise’s tears. Gillon touched the pages, a charming and excited tremble in her fingers. She stopped short, though, of taking the book into her own hands. “I don’t understand,” she said, puzzled. “Rise, your coven wasn’t part of the Warwolves, right?”

	“Fuck no.”

	“Honestly? You guys weren’t?”

	Rise shook his head, sniffled back the last of his silly sorrow. He showed her how certain pages could be parted without too much crackling and damage, where the handwriting inside—if the ink hadn’t smudged all over the page—could still be read.

	“So, your coven was in hiding anyway, separate from the Warwolves, until the zombie plague happened …”

	“Yes.”

	With another glance to the top of her head and its jolly brown curls, Rise wanted to tell her everything. All that had happened atop Holly Hill, behind the red brick walls of Owl Court. His proper and true green dream. However, the lilt of the ship and a sudden thump from up on deck reminded him that he couldn’t indulge in such tales of yore right now.

	“Tomorrow night,” he murmured under his breath, stepping out of his memories and the seductive urge to loll back on the bed covers and tell her all the stories of his old life. She’d enjoy hearing about their Tom cat.

	“Hmm?” Gillon blinked up at him. Then a seriousness came over her. “Yes, we’re closest to shore tomorrow night.”

	Rise handed her the chronicle. Her scarred arms clutched it to her chest.

	“If you can read it—heck if you can even crack that book open—then it’s all yours.” Something inside of him recoiled at giving away such a precious thing. Salter’s dark frown came to mind. Gosh, she wouldn’t be happy, would she? He even recalled that creature, Ab, and his lust for the book. “Until tomorrow night. You can have it to read until tomorrow night,” Rise added, not knowing why. “If you help us escape?”

	Gillon held the chronicle tenderly, her eyes huge and saucer-like at the wealth of fresh information—a ‘primary source’ she’d called it—that’d just been handed over. She stayed silent for far too long. Would he have to kiss her to seal the deal? At least most of that gloss was gone from her lips.

	“Gillon?” he asked, as soft and loving as he could. He hoped, wherever he was, that Cypriot got a right laugh out of his dismal attempt to charm a woman. “Please?”

	“Can I come with you?” she whispered, chin resting on top of the chronicle as she hugged it close.

	“Come … with us?”

	“Yes.” A defiant lift of her chin. “With you and Iskar and Hudd, if you can make it off this ship?”

	“I-I don’t know …” Rise stammered, glancing to the closet. He hadn’t banked on having a third person under his care, even if Gillon was another Warwolf. He hesitated, nervous noises coming from his throat. Could he take three? An extra pair of hands—particularly that of a vampire, especially one on their side—was always a plus …
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