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For Thomas and Lara







CHAPTER 1 SATURDAY, JANUARY 12 SEL


“Sel. Sel.”

I snap back to the room. Lucas Torres is leaning forward, elbows on his knees, frowning slightly.

“Sorry. Miles away.”

I grab the glass of water from the small table next to me and sip it, stalling. It takes me a couple of seconds to remember where I am.

Lucas’s therapy office at the Wellness Center. It looks out onto the misty parking area, the few cars rimmed with frost, windows opaque. There’s a crow pecking at something in the corner by the trash cans, its powerful beak stabbing and pulling, inky black head popping up to check its surroundings before getting back to work. My stomach rolls queasily as I realize what it’s eating: a dead squirrel.

You can still just make out the space where a shipping crate once sat. That’s where it happened—the bite that changed me, just a few months ago.

But the bite itself isn’t what I was thinking of just now. In my mind, I was in the forest again. Images and sensations from recent Howl nights roll through me in waves—things I shouldn’t be able to remember. I only had a few months as a normal Ripper, changing once a month to a wolfish beast along with the rest of the town. I would wake up in the morning after Howl night back in my human body, happy, but without a clue where I’d been or what I’d done. Not anymore. Ever since that bite, when that Howl night sunset arrives, I can watch as the hairs emerge from my skin as my limbs expand, shuddering with the power that courses through them.

I can decide where to go. I place my paws with intent and feel every stone under my toe pads. I hang out and wrestle with neighbors and acquaintances who, come dawn, don’t have a clue they ever saw me.

And I always seek out Ingrid, because she was bitten by the mutated monster that we called the Revenant too. Our corpus pilori—the virus that causes Turning for everyone else—has changed in response. We’ve taken to calling it extra pilori.

Corpus was easy—you just change and spend the night happily playing as a Ripper. But extra needs management. It takes you by surprise.

“Sel. You’re doing it again.” Lucas is patient, but I can tell he’s getting frustrated. This is his actual paid job now, but my sessions are free because Mom is dead worried about my behavior and he knows we don’t have money to spare. He’s a good guy, but he doesn’t yet have the kind of training and experience that would enable him to crack me open and get me to spill my guts. It doesn’t help that he’s my best friend’s dad either.

I push myself straighter in the armchair, screwing my face up in the hope it’ll keep my brain from wandering off again.

“Sorry, sorry. I’m… tired. This chair is really comfy. It’s making me sleepy.”

I can’t look Lucas in the eye. He’s been through so much himself, and he wants to help. It’s not his fault I’m lying to him.

“Let’s talk about why you’re constantly tired.” He checks the paper in front of him, with my blood test results. Nothing sinister has shown up, to my relief. “Do you have trouble sleeping?”

“I sleep fine.”

“You know, sometimes depression can stop you from enjoying things you used to enjoy. We’ve all been through a lot—and you’ve seen me experience it myself. It can even dull your senses—”

“I’m not depressed.”

My senses aren’t dulled. Quite the opposite.

As if on cue, here it comes. An ominous tingling, like static crackling over my skin, a sensation of momentary weightlessness, a pop in my ears, the colors of the room around me fading, turning sepia, and BOOM, the cacophony at the edges of the world comes rushing in.

The high-pitched whine of a scanner at the other end of the building. A pencil scratching on paper at the desk outside. A toddler crying in the waiting room, birds chattering outside the window, a whispered conversation in the corridor.

Then my attention is dragged back into the room.

Lucas has left a trace of lavender soap just under his ear; must have missed it when he was washing this morning. The warmth of his skin helps lift the scent into the air. His perspiration underneath has notes of cumin, chili, and turmeric from last night’s dinner, and other things that I know from biology lessons must be electrolytes, pheromones, bacteria, even tiny, harmless amounts of toxins. My brain lays them all out separately for me without my asking or wanting, like an overenthusiastic waiter brandishing a restaurant menu in my face.

Another intrusive thought slides in: his carotid artery is right there too. For some reason I know exactly where a bite would sever it. And what would happen next.

Nausea rises, acid in my throat.

I drag my eyes off Lucas’s neck, take another sip of water, and swallow, trying to get rid of the taste. It eases my throat a little, but it doesn’t wash the sensations away. I’ve been getting them for a while now. When I’m Turned, at least it feels more appropriate; and I can run it off, go sniff things, till it fades. These occasional leaks into my human life are… unsettling.

My heartbeat quickens and I have to fight to stay calm, to reason with myself. It’s not like I want to… you know, actually hurt him. Break his skin with my teeth. The idea is repulsive.

All the same, I need to get a grip on myself.

Finally, the sounds fade away, and the room stops smelling like a cross between an abattoir and a perfume factory. I blink as the colors dial up again, brighter, saturated, normal. Breathe, Sel. It’s over.

“I think we should talk about the effects of that bite.”

Just as my muscles have started to relax, an electric pulse jolts through my body. He knows?

“What… do you mean?” I croak.

“Emotionally,” he adds, and I breathe again. “Do you want to talk through that night again? It’s clearly still affecting you.”

That night. Our shorthand for twelve hours of horror. The chaotic darkness of the Revenant—a marauding, mind-controlling, power-hungry monster, and part-time pensioner. My ex-friend, Harold. He drank Ingrid’s blood and mine before he died, and that’s why we’re now where we are.

Extra. Like corpus pilori but with added nuts. I’m picturing a twirling strand of DNA that he broke, or twisted, or grew, but really I have no idea.

“I’ve already told you everything that happened that night,” I say, picking my words carefully. I have been open with him about those hours. Just not about everything since. “There’s no point saying it again. I talk about this stuff all the time with my friends.”

A muscle in his jaw twitches, but he nods, glances down at his notes. “All right. I’m glad you have friends to confide in, even if you won’t talk to me. I know Elena’s there for you. We’ll move on.”

Elena. His daughter, and my best friend. We’ve been through everything together. Unlike Mom—who would just go out of her mind with worry—my closest friends now know about mine and Ingrid’s current problems. Elena, Pedro, Mika, and Ben. Early on, Ingrid told them all what’s up.

I haven’t told them everything though. Especially not about what nearly happened with Eddie, my dog. Elena would be shocked. She’d look at me differently. They all would.

I take another slow, calming sip from my glass.

“One strange thing, though: your mom says you tried to rehome your dog with Mika.”

The water goes down the wrong way, making me splutter and cough.

Oh, now we’re getting too close.

I make the coughing fit last longer than necessary, hoping he’ll move on, but he just waits. It’s probably one of the techniques he learned in his counseling course.

If I was going to confide in Lucas, this would be the moment. But I know what happens next in these situations: tests. Needles. Isolation, probably. And I’ve had enough of that to last me a lifetime. Been there, done that, got the T-shirt. Literally—it says Sequest: Making You Better! and I’ve had it for years. I’ve grown out of it now, but I keep it as a reminder of what they did.

Sequest itself is gone after being exposed for keeping Rippers locked away from the rest of the world. It’s been broken up, all its property and tech parceled out to different companies. One of those, Probius, is a few hours’ drive from Tremorglade. It specializes in virus research and has apparently made a breakthrough in the search for a cure for corpus pilori. Its biggest cheerleader is Sherman Goss—my chief local hater, head of the Immutable Alliance… and my friend Ben’s dad. He’s organized a crowdfunding campaign for Probius, to help speed up the process of finding a cure. Maybe they’re good people. Maybe they’re not. You can bet I won’t be mentioning my current situation to them though. They’re not getting their rubber-gloved hands on me.

My leg starts jiggling. “Uh. What?”

“Sel.” He sighs. “Your dog. Why did you try to give him away?”

“I don’t know.”

What else can I say? I was scared I might eat him?

This was back when my symptoms first showed up six months ago—I started getting this sudden urge to chase him. Not just the normal playchasing that Rippers often do. It felt real. Like if I caught him, I might actually… you know. It took me by surprise, and I panicked. But I’m handling it now. I’ve found an outlet for those urges when they come: I turn my attention to creatures that I know are fast and agile enough to get away. It’s working. I haven’t caught anything. Poor Eddie with his little legs might not have made it.

I’m glad I didn’t give him away. Luckily Mika’s parents said no.

Lucas sits back with a sigh, defeated. Checks his watch. “We’ll leave it there for this week.”

I stand up, energized by relief at making it through the session. “Thanks. This is, uh, definitely helping.”

He gives me side-eye. We both know it isn’t. “It won’t help until you trust me. But that’s up to you.”

Trust. Yeah, it’s fair to say I have trust issues. You would too, in my position.

As if reading my mind, when I open the door to leave, he says, “We all bear the scars of what Sequest did, Sel.”

Some more than others, though, right?

Are Ingrid and I alone? We weren’t the only ones Harold bit. Some of those others died, from blood loss due to his excessive feeding. But a lot of people left Tremorglade in a hurry after dawn came, and in the chaos no one knows how many, if any, of those were his victims too. I’ve looked around online but haven’t found anyone talking about it. It’s something I wonder about.

Our physical wounds are healing. But those bites have left behind more than just scars.

And the scariest thing?

Sometimes, I like it.






CHAPTER 2 SUNDAY, JANUARY 13 HOWL NIGHT


Sergeant Hale has got his head stuck in a trash can again.

He’s blundering up and down trying to shake it off, crashing into the barriers around the building work at Shady Oaks, barreling into other Rippers, who assume he’s trying to play and bounce him back. A group of kids are following him, filming him on their phones. They’ll edit it along with some music and comedy sound effects later and pass it around.

Someone snitched and so now he knows why his breath always smells of rotting garbage when he Returns, but it hasn’t made any difference. Despite the fact he now eats a huge dinner before dusk on Howl nights in order to prevent it, there’s something about foraging for scraps that he can’t seem to resist once he has his fur coat on. His nickname these days is Sergeant Trash.

I’ve no idea why he finds it so appealing. It’s not like I can ask him—only Ingrid and I can understand each other on Howl nights. With every other Ripper, I can get across crude messages like “go away” and “let’s play,” but anything more sophisticated just results in a kind of confused canine “Ruh?”

My friends who remain human are even more hopeless at understanding anything I say. It’s frustrating.

We watch from the riverbank, where we’re relaxing together on the wide strip of grass. Eddie sniffs around happily. Mika begged me to let him out to join us—she loved the idea he could be hers and was gutted when her parents said no. I’ve felt kind of bad I got her hopes up, even if I’m glad he stayed with me in the end.

Right now I’m in a pretty positive mood, no urges more sinister than the usual one to pee on the nearby lamppost. When a squirrel suddenly breaks cover and runs up the fence, I watch it but don’t even bother to get up. This is how it is—unpredictable. I’m desperate to find some logic or pattern in my behavior. Maybe it’s because I’m with my friends. Maybe it’s going away. Maybe next month I’ll go back to losing my mind when I Rip out, like everyone else.

The thought gives me a pang that surprises me: I hope not.

I could do without some of the extra effects, but being present right now, in this incredible body… I love it. Ripper senses may have leaked into my everyday human life, but I don’t fully inhabit them until Howl nights. To my disappointment, I haven’t yet grown noticeably stronger or faster as a human. If I could have picked, I’d have chosen being good at gym over being able to tell what’s in someone else’s packed lunch from the other side of the cafeteria.

Alongside me there’s Elena—still not Turning yet, but it surely can’t be long now that she’s fifteen like me. Her plump cheeks, dimples, and sharp, shining eyes make her look like she’s constantly on the verge of laughter. Her brother Pedro, now twenty-one, has been Turning for years, but he’s bounded off obliviously elsewhere, following a scent. Ben’s here—he’s fourteen but Immutable like his dad, Sherman, so he’ll never Rip out. And Mika is still way too young at twelve, though she’s keeping an eye out for the signs: a sudden desire to keep checking out the moon, odd temperature spikes, that sort of thing.

I’m going to miss Mika. Tomorrow, her family is moving out to Greenvale, the brand-new town that’s being built up north. Her parents are builders and there’s loads of work there. According to Mika, the idea is that it will be a community designed to be inclusive—Turners and Immutables alike. Anyone who moves there will have to sign up to a commitment to peaceful coexistence.

I can see the appeal of starting again somewhere with a blank page. Tremorglade has so much history that it feels like there’s no room to write a new chapter. People just keep arguing about what’s already happened, what it means, and whose fault it is.

My friends are all wrapped up in their big winter coats against the cold. I have mine on too, natural and far better quality than theirs—thick, fluffy, soft undercoat and a coarser, waterproof top layer. Keeps me cool on warm nights and warm on cool ones.

They’re all laughing their heads off at Hale’s antics, and I join in, except my laughter comes out as a series of weird little yips that makes them turn to me in concern.

“Is Sel okay?!” Ben asks, moonlight glinting off his close-cropped, stiff black curls. He leans over and ruffles my neck fur. He’s not supposed to hang out with any of us, but his dad is doing something with his dodgy Immutable friends tonight so will be none the wiser. “It sounds like he’s in pain.”

“Check his paws,” says Elena. “Maybe he got a thorn or something.”

To my surprise, Mika pipes up. “He’s laughing! Can’t you tell?” Eddie is lying contentedly in her lap, getting constant strokes.

Ben looks skeptical. “Not really. I keep forgetting he’s still himself in there. Sorry, that you’re still yourself,” he says awkwardly, turning to me briefly. My friends try to include me, but since I can’t reply, they naturally fall into talking about me in the third person, like I’m not there at all. “I don’t suppose normal Rippers have a sense of humor, do they?”

“Don’t see why not,” Mika retorts. “Elephants do. I read about it.” She sits up and efficiently redoes her dark, silky-straight ponytail, pulling it tight behind her head with both hands. Eddie’s head pops up in dismay and he nudges her elbow, demanding her full attention back on stroking. “And so do dogs, don’t they, Eddie?”

Mika giggles and gathers him up higher into her arms, pushes her nose into his soft fur, and kisses his head. He doesn’t even struggle away from her. He’s a little more wary of me now. He still comes for a cuddle sometimes, but if I move too fast or take him by surprise, he flinches away.

He hasn’t quite forgiven me yet.

As my friends get back to chatting among themselves, suddenly I feel horribly lonely. Separate.

If I don’t have them, who else do I have?

Ingrid jokes about my online fans, but I’m not so stupid as to think they’re the same as friends. Besides, if you have fans, you have haters, too.

Things are tense right now. The surviving members of Sherman’s Alliance mostly scattered after what happened with the Revenant, but he’s recently somehow recruited a whole lot more into Tremorglade. These ones seem even more fanatical about the Immutable cause. They tend to walk around in pairs, wearing camo gear and those pants that have loads of pockets. Plus, they’re armed. Some of them wear balaclavas—the friendliest and most innocent of accessories. Apparently, Sherman put out a call for volunteers to form a “Tremorglade task force” on the private section of his website, the bit you have to pay to subscribe to. What’s the “task” in task force? Good question. No one seems to know.

We fall silent as a couple of the Alliance walk by, drinking from soda cans, in their camo uniforms. Being newbies, they don’t always recognize me and my friends, but when they do, they often try to make trouble for us. Just now they don’t notice us—their attention is on Hale. They film him on their phones, with looks of disgust, and I feel a weird surge of outrage on his behalf. We’re allowed to make fun of him, not them. We just tease; they really despise. As we watch, one of them drops his empty can, kicks it, and then scolds the nearest kid for littering. On Howl nights, they act like they own this town. They stroll around like they’re police on patrol, even though no one’s given them any authority. Mayor Warren can’t seem to do anything about it.

None of the regional authorities want much to do with Tremorglade these days. It didn’t even officially exist until recently, and no one wants to take responsibility for us. Hastaville, our closest town, has drawn its boundaries up to the edge of the forest, where the wall used to be, and is reluctant to interfere across the line.

And it’s not just Tremorglade that’s tense. The whole Ripper thing is still so new to everyone beyond our town, and there are plenty of people all around the world reacting badly. A lot of places are struggling to maintain order.

Something darker has replaced the unrest of the early days following the Rippocalypse. Conspiracy theories—about Sequest, about me, about Tremorglade—and a million different ideas about what causes Turning. In some places, especially out in the countryside, mobs have uprooted the telephone poles, convinced the virus travels via the signals. In the cities, gangs have taken to raiding pharmaceutical companies, smashing everything, claiming that they’re poisoning us into Turning. And there’s a common thread in a lot of these conspiracy theories. Online, the same memes.

My face.

Occasionally Ingrid’s. Pedro’s and Elena’s too. But mainly mine. I’m the only one who was foolish enough to put myself on video, to make millions of strangers feel like they know me. When the rest of the world started becoming Rippers, I wanted to reassure people, to explain what to expect, to help them adjust. And I really did help a lot of viewers—I get messages every day telling me so. But I get other messages too. Not so nice ones.

Imagine if those people found out what I’ve been up to lately.

I give myself a shake and decide to go find Ingrid. I know where she’ll be—on her own in the forest somewhere nearby.

It’s still early in the evening, and the air is full of a thousand different animal sounds and intriguing scents that call to me. I get up, stretch, and lollop away, conscious of their eyes on my back. I look good. I know it. Streamlined, elegant, fluid. Couldn’t be more different from human Sel—when human Sel runs, PE teachers shake their heads despairingly.

The process of Turning is a hot mess, and seeing yourself do it is even grosser. Organs and skin bubbling and popping, a beast inside you that’s been cooped up for too long fighting to get out. It’s not painful, just… alarming.

Returning, though, couldn’t be more different. Blurry, slow, each hair softening like butter on my arms, thinning and growing more transparent and insubstantial, as though the fur is melting away. My claws shrink back gently, sculpting into my chewed fingernails. My muscles relax. It’s a little sad, like saying goodbye to a good friend.

Tonight, that farewell is hours away yet.

Ingrid’s waiting for me a little way along the path. Her fur in the moonlight is the richest red brown along her spine. Her scent reaches me and I breathe it in, mixed with pine: a unique perfume that calms me when I’m near her. There’s a trace of her human self in it—slightly sweet, slightly sharp—just as there’s always a trace of Ripper when she’s human.

Her voice arrives in my head as I join her. “Hey.” We can talk when we’re close enough—a kind of communication signal gets passed, I guess. Don’t ask me how it works; I’m not a scientist. Probably body language, smells, sounds, whatever. But I love it. It’s intimate.

She sniffs me. “Oh, Ben’s out tonight? Glad he managed to get away from his dad.”

My friends have left fresh traces of themselves on me. Ingrid’s nostrils can identify all of them in an instant, as if they’ve signed my T-shirt.

“I was just thinking, Do you reckon we’ll start getting Ripper strength and speed as humans?” I ask. “That would be sick, don’t you think?”

The look she turns on me is properly disgusted. “Being less human, you mean?”

“No, that’s not what I—”

“Are you glad you got bitten?”

I’m stunned. Where did that come from? “Of course not! I’m just saying it’s not all bad.” From her expression, I’m making it worse. “You said yourself, we have to stay positive. That’s all I’m—”

She stiffens and starts sniffing the air. “Shh.”

Then I smell the same thing she does: a bear.

When the wall came down, a few moved in to our forest. Their existence makes some people nervous, but I don’t mind them. I much prefer having them around than the Immutable Alliance lot. The bears usually keep a respectful distance.

This one’s a female. She senses us around the same time we spot her and freezes. It’s a smart thing to do, as my eyesight comes into its own in the dark, and it’s attuned to movements.

We all stand there for a few seconds, just taking one another in.

She’s massive. Not prey for a Ripper by any stretch of the imagination.

All the same, for a moment there’s the faintest impulse, a flare of excitement in my belly. A sly suggestion: Wouldn’t it feel good to chase her? Maybe I’d even catch her. I reckon we’d be fairly evenly matched.

My rational brain kicks in: Why would I do that?

I consciously relax my muscles. See? I have self-control.

The bear finally shifts, turning away slowly and walking on all fours carefully through the trees, looking back once to check if we’re following.

I’m about to carry on my argument with Ingrid when another scent invades my nostrils, coming from just ahead of us. A far worse one.

Sherman.

It takes me a few seconds to spot Ben’s dad in the darkness, but then there’s a glint of something metal next to a tree trunk—the barrel of a gun. It follows the path of the bear. He’s going to shoot her.

Ingrid and I start barking at the same time, the sounds slicing through the night a fraction of a second before the gunshot. The bear takes off, veering away from Sherman and crashing through the woods.

Sherman’s head pops around the tree trunk and he sees us. For a terrifying second I think he’s going to take aim at me and Ingrid, but then he swears and makes off after the bear.

“What is he thinking?” I say, but Ingrid isn’t listening. Her brow crinkles, the reddish hairs bunching together.

“The bear’s headed toward town.”

With a sinking feeling I realize Ingrid’s right. The terrified bear is galloping right into Tremorglade.

We overtake Sherman within seconds, his heavy boots and awkward, clumsy movements making him seem weighed down with rocks compared to us. My limbs are fluid and every muscle is in balance as I leap over bracken and stumps, effortlessly adjusting in the air to land sure-footed on flexible pads before launching off again.

Ingrid moves ahead, neck stretched forward, focused. I ask my body for more and it responds smoothly, like an engine shifting up a gear.

Moonlight floods us as we break the tree line and thunder over the little wooden bridge, the river flowing fast beneath. There are my friends, still sitting on the grass a hundred yards or so away. Their slow ears, eyes, and noses are oblivious to the bear galloping toward them.

Eddie sees her, though, and lets off a volley of yaps, leaping to his feet and jumping up and down, his little body vibrating with alarm.

I can smell the bear’s fear. All she knows is that she’s under attack, and she will try to survive the only way she knows how: destroying anyone who gets in her way.

Finally they all see her, their instincts so horribly slow. Elena’s eyes widen and her arm reaches out for Mika, who stops mid-chatter with Ben. Clambering awkwardly to their grass-stained knees, they don’t stand a chance. The bear’s going to kill them.






CHAPTER 3

There’s a couple of seconds still between me and the bear. Now my friends are all on their feet, scattering in panic, but she’s almost on top of them.

Eddie, snarling his head off, bounds onto the creature’s huge furry back.

I’m a few paces behind Ingrid as she shoots past the bear, overtaking it, then twisting around in front, braking, her skidding claws furrowing through the grass just in front of our friends. The bear slows, unsure, half turning to deal with Eddie on her back. That’s all the invitation I need. A fraction of a second later I leap, swiping Eddie away as I land. With a yelp, his body flies off onto the grass, but he’s straight back up on his feet again, yapping from a safe distance.

The bear and I go down together in a growling, snarling frenzy of fangs and claws, snapping jaws and flying fur. I sink my teeth into the closest part of her body, which turns out to be her hind leg. I apply pressure, feeling the resistance of the bone. Her roar travels through my head and shakes my frame, but I don’t let go, tugging from side to side. Her blood flows across my tongue. Fighting back, she whips her head around and goes for my shoulder, connecting through fur and breaking skin, but she’s not as strong as I am—she’s weakened by my attack. I barely register the pain, overcome with a need to give everything, to protect my pack. Right now, I don’t care if I die. I won’t stop until she can’t hurt anyone.

The world seems to slow down, flowing thick and viscous like molasses. Somewhere, faintly, I can hear Ingrid barking incessantly, but it loses its meaning. As I subdue the bear, everything else fades away, leaving nothing but me and my prey. I marvel at the strength of my body, glory in it, bathe in it, luxuriate in it. Everything I ask for, it gives me. Precision, strength, skill. The blood is singing through my veins. I have control, power. I’ve never felt like this. Not even close.

“Sel! Stop! Stop! That’s enough!”

There’s a shocked note in Ingrid’s voice that filters through to my brain and makes me loosen my grip on the now unresisting bear. The narrow focus of my vision expands again to take in my immediate surroundings.

Mika and Elena are standing on just the other side of Ingrid, clutching each other, Mika in tears but apparently unharmed. I don’t see Ben, so he must have got away.

We did it. We saved them. I did.

I blink, my head a little hazy. Ingrid slinks over, sniffs at the bear’s leg wound, and listens to its heartbeat. I can hear it even from here—fast and fluttery.

“She’s really hurt. She’d already stopped, Sel. You didn’t need to…” Ingrid turns, my eyes meet hers, and a prickling of doubt runs through me.

“Maybe… one of the Immutables at the… Wellness Center can…” My voice sounds slurred, almost drunk.

A shadow passes over me, the barrel of a rifle, and a shot rings out. My body jolts, and for half a moment I think it’s me who’s been shot. Then Ingrid. But it’s neither of us.

The bear has gone utterly still.

Sherman lowers the gun, breathing hard.

There’s a glacial silence for a few moments. The kids who were filming Sergeant Hale earlier slowly stand up from their hiding places behind a garden fence. Hale himself is nowhere to be seen.

No one seems to know what to do. Sherman just stands there, holding the rifle ready, as if maybe he hasn’t finished with it yet. Several other Alliance people have arrived too, forming a wide semicircle around us, looking to Sherman like they’re waiting for permission.

Eddie’s sudden frantic yapping makes us all turn toward the river. He’s bouncing up and down on the bank, barking.

There’s something in the moonlit water. A shape, half-submerged. A human shape.

Ben. He must have jumped in to get away from the bear. The way he’s bobbing up and down with the water’s flow, facedown, tells me he’s unconscious. His coat has ballooned on top, his head bowed under the surface.

“Ben!” Sherman starts running toward him.

The waterfall is not far downstream. We lost Pedro over it once.

Not happening again on my watch.

I pass Sherman within moments, still throbbing with adrenaline from my encounter with the bear, and leap right over Eddie, plunging into the water. In my haste I land almost on top of Ben and he’s pushed farther under the surface. Momentarily blinded, I grab for him. My jaws close around fur, and for a second I think he’s somehow lost his Immutability, that he Turned when he entered the water, but the texture is wrong. The fur is fake—it’s the lining of his hood. I have it in my teeth and start swimming him to the bank, my powerful legs pushing the water aside like paddles. Ahead of us I see Ingrid on the grass, ready to jump in if I lose him. Sherman reaches the edge and leaps in, flailing around, trying to stay afloat, buffeted by the current. Never mind him.

The hood starts to tear away from the coat, my fangs severing the stitches. I quickly transfer my grip to Ben’s wrist and power us the rest of the way, dragging him up the bank, sopping and heavy.

Elena and Mika take hold of him and turn him over, checking his airway, starting CPR, till water gushes out of his mouth and he explodes into coughs.

Through my relief, I’m only barely conscious of Sherman arriving next to us, dripping, his boots sloshing water over the rims. I didn’t even realize he’d made it out. He staggers over, kneels next to Ben as he starts to sit up, grasps him by the shoulders, and clutches him to his chest, sobbing. “I thought I’d lost you.” I’ve never seen him show any emotion other than anger. I didn’t know he was even capable of it.

“Sel saved him,” Mika says. She’s cradling Eddie in her arms like he’s a baby, and he just lies there, gazing up at her solemnly as if reminding her that he played his part, too.

I did save Ben. I really did.

Sherman glances at me, his wet olive skin gleaming, muscles straining against his jacket. Seeing the two of them together, it strikes me again how little Ben looks like his dad. He’s so small and slight in Sherman’s huge arms, it seems like one tiny movement could crush him.

Sherman looks utterly confused, and I know why. To him, I’ve always been the big bad wolf. Well, the bad wolf, anyway. And yet here I am, the reason his son is still breathing. Of course it doesn’t make sense to him—his world has been built entirely on lies, starting from when Harold began to radicalize him online, before he ever came to Tremorglade. When the Revenant appeared, dragging Rippers away on Howl night and biting them, Sherman blamed us, and right up to this day he refuses to believe the Revenant was actually Harold. He still thinks I had something to do with the whole episode, that I was behind it, even.

He’s never been able to see the truth.

Do I dare hope that now, finally, he’ll figure it out?






CHAPTER 4 ONE WEEK LATER SUNDAY, JANUARY 20 INGRID


My room at Juniper House has a good view of the rainy street below. I’m nervous, waiting for Sel to arrive. I sit on the windowsill listening to the radio news, watching for him to appear. We often meet up here with the others after school—for a children’s home, this place is actually pretty nice. Amy and Bernice have put a lot of effort into making it cozy. Plus, my room is bigger than Elena’s or Sel’s, and as for Ben’s… well, none of us is getting invited there anytime soon, even after Sel’s heroics.

I’m going over and over in my mind how I should tell him. I’ve been worried for a while, but now, I’m actually scared.

The radio isn’t helping. The news is full of rioting and soaring crime. Ripper cultists clash with Immutables to the south. Before the Rippocalypse we were told the rest of the world was violent and scary in order to keep us here. Now, it really is. I turn the radio off.

To distract myself, I fiddle a postcard between my fingers—it came this morning, neatly addressed to me here at Juniper House. On the front is a bright red-and-gold text logo—SLAY PR—and a slogan: Glow Up Your Message! The stamp is from Pyrum, a county some distance to the northeast, not too far from Greenvale.

“It’s your public relations!” Bernice joked when she handed it over earlier. She doesn’t really get what a public relations company does, but she did like the guys that own SLAY PR, Jim and Tom. “How nice of them to keep in touch!”
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