
    [image: Bite Risk: Caught Dead, by S.J. Wills. In the Dead of Night, The Immortal Rises…. For Fans of Skulduggery Pleasant. ]




PRAISE FOR BITE RISK


‘Bite Risk by the most talented S. J. Wills will have you turning each page feeling sheer horror and laughter.’ A. M. Dassu

‘Pure, thrilling brilliance!’ Louie Stowell

‘This high-concept dystopian tale with a werewolf twist has tension and scares galore and is perfect for fans of Stranger Things and Big Bad Me.’ Irish Independent

‘I inhaled this book. A concept that crackles, watertight world building, characters you care deeply about, & then the twists & turns…’ Nicola Penfold

‘Fun, gripping and deliciously gory.’ Amy McCaw

‘I devoured Bite Risk with ruthless ferocity, or perhaps the book devoured me – I’m not too sure!’ Sophie Kirtley

‘Smart, pacy, twists and turns with a hero who feels real. Exciting, thrilling but not too scary.’ Emma Norry

‘A gripping, fast-paced thriller.’ Nizrana Farook

‘Bite Risk sinks its claws into you and doesn’t let go until its page-racing end.’ Maria Kuzniar

‘Fresh, exciting and just what teenagers everywhere need!’ Catherine Emmett

‘Incredible. Astonishing. Sweeps you away and afterwards, there is just SO much to think about.’ Rashmi Sirdeshpande

‘S. J. Wills proves a dab hand at world creation, sketching friendships and rivalries against a backdrop of post-disruption normality.’ Observer








[image: Bite Risk: Caught Dead, by S.J. Wills. Simon & Schuster.]






For Tiggy






TREMORGLADE: MARCH - SIX MONTHS AFTER THE RIPPOCALYPSE

Some people call me a hero, though it’s fair to say not everybody sees it that way.

Until six months ago, the people of my town were living a lie.

Our internet was being controlled, our movements tracked, our texts read, our heads and bodies messed with, by a company called Sequest. It had been conducting experiments on us for twenty-five years, selling its findings to dodgy corporations and governments all around the world. Unknown to us, its founder and director was living among us as an observer: Harold Poulter, the only adult in town who didn’t turn into a vicious beast on a full moon.

In hindsight, that should have been a clue.

For twenty-five years, here in Tremorglade, we believed that the whole world had the same problem as us: that the virus corpus pilori had caused everyone over the age of about fifteen to turn into werewolves – or Rippers as we’ve always called them – once a month. That’s what we’d been told. It wasn’t true.

Sequest had cut off our town without anyone knowing it. They’d carefully separated us from our friends and loved ones outside, scared us about what was out there so that we never tried to leave, and for good measure kept us behind an actual wall as well as a virtual one. In reality, all that time, Tremorgladers were the only ones howling at the moon and occasionally trying to eat their kids. And you know what? We coped pretty well, despite Sequest blasting infrasound over the entire town during full moons, in order to make Rippers unnaturally aggressive.

Then six months ago I escaped Tremorglade, along with my friends – Ingrid, Elena and Pedro.

If this was fiction, you’d expect me to end the story by telling you that we stopped it all, wouldn’t you? That full-time humanity was restored to Tremorglade, and we all lived happily ever after, cured of our sharp claws, fangs and fur.

But, as we all know by now, that’s not exactly what happened.

Instead, now you have it, too.

You’re welcome.

Get used to it.






CHAPTER 1 Sel


When you’ve already helped cause the end of the world, what’s left to be afraid of?

I’ll tell you. Forgetting to take your strictly-homewear-only socks off for Howl night.

I’ve just spent my entire night as a Ripper – the only time when, let’s face it, I actually look kind of good – prancing round town wearing tiny booties adorned with cartoon puppies. If any of the kids saw me and got their phones out last night, I’m toast.

The socks are ruined, of course, the elastic knackered by being stretched round my oversized furry ankles. Now they hang loose and limp on my cold human toes. I shake them off, cringing.

It’s not enough to bring me down, though. Nothing will, for a while. Returning after a Howl night these days is like stumbling off the best roller coaster in the world; woozy and breathless, but exhilarated. Ready to take on anything.

I first Turned in November, just a couple of months after we broke out of Tremorglade, and it was a complete surprise because I hadn’t had my blood tested for a while. The first time it happened, I thought I’d just blacked out. Then I saw my clothes all torn up next to me, and realized it was dawn. Probably brought on by all the stress.

So last night was only my fifth time, but it feels completely natural, like I’ve been doing it for years. Ingrid Turned a month before I did – a fact she mentions a lot more than necessary. It’s just how she is. You don’t get to be Tremorglade taekwondo champion without being a little bit competitive.

I’m meant to be doing a livestream with her early this morning – we started doing them shortly after the world changed, because it was obvious people were hungry for information.

But I’ve got a few minutes before I need to move. Downstairs, there’s the sound of drawers opening and cutlery clinking – Mum getting herself a coffee. It took a few months to persuade her she didn’t need to go in the cage anymore, and she still insists on locking herself in her room on Howl nights. Everyone adjusts at their own pace, and it’s taking her a bit longer to get over the worry that she might get up to something ‘too wild’, whatever that means.

At least she doesn’t try to make me stay in. That ship has sailed and she knows it.

Sunlight slices across from the crack in the curtains and warms my chest. I smile to myself; it’s peaceful.

The end of the world didn’t turn out all that bad.

There’s nothing left to be afraid of, right?



My livestream is going better than I hoped. My online following has been building slowly over the handful of videos I’ve made over the last few months, but this is on a whole new level. There are a hundred thousand people watching right now, and the number’s shooting up by the minute. More will watch it later. As the corpus pilori virus has zoomed around the world putting the fun into full moons, so has my face telling everyone hey, don’t worry: sprouting fur, fangs and claws once a month isn’t such a big deal. Chill. Don’t overreact. Put down that weapon and pick up a banana – Rippers love them and they’re full of vitamins for glossy coats and healthy teeth.

It’s important. While Tremorglade is not so different from how it’s always been – with a few exceptions – things out there in the rest of the world are kind of dicey at the moment. Sequest totally lied to us about how bad things were – most of the deadly weather and diseases and roaming gangs they scared us with, never existed… until now. It turns out that a lot of people panic when they hear there’s an ‘unstoppable werewolf plague’ on the way. And when people panic, stuff gets messed up.

It’s not ‘societal collapse’ like some of the TV news presenters kept warning about in the early weeks, before they realized they weren’t going to need to hide in bunkers, emerging only to battle to the death over tins of beans. It’s just… a period of adjustment. To be fair, we’ve had twenty-five years to get used to the idea. The whole world Turning in a matter of months has blown a lot of minds. My videos are helping everyone adjust, whether they Rip out on a full moon like most people, or they don’t – because they’re a kid, or they’re Immutable, which means they’re immune and don’t Turn.

Today, I’ve promised to show viewers where it all started, and remind them of the truth about what happened. Because there are a lot of rumours and lies flying around, about who’s responsible for Rippers, and about how dangerous they – we – really are. I’m here to set the record straight.

Ingrid’s behind the camera, refusing to have her face on screen because ‘people on the internet are creepy’. Elena would have been all over it, but she’s not here.

‘We’re coming to you from inside Shady Oaks, the local hangout for luxury senior living,’ I tell the viewers. We’re filming in Harold’s old room. The whole place is locked up, empty, but it was easy to get in. Tremorglade has never had much crime, so isn’t built to protect against it.

Eddie sniffs around, at the armchair where he used to curl up at Harold’s feet and snaffle biscuit crumbs. I wonder if dogs feel nostalgia? He’s mine now, and at home I let him on the sofa, on my lap, and sometimes he gets a bit of cheese, so hopefully he feels like he’s better off now.

‘This is where Elena and Harold and I used to play cards, all the while he was experimenting on us and the rest of Tremorglade, for his company, Sequest. Across the corridor was Dora’s room.’

Ingrid swings the camera round slowly to get it all in, as I talk about the experiments Harold designed and carried out, and mention that Dora tried to protect us from him, in her own way.

They’re both dead, now. I’m sad about Dora. I’d only just started getting to know her. But at least she lived long enough to see Tremorglade free, and it wasn’t a bad way to go – she died of old age, on Howl night towards the end of last year. Just lay down where Shady Oaks’ grounds meet the edge of the forest, on a soft carpet of snow under the full moon, and never woke up. When dawn came, her body stayed Ripper. She was buried under the trees, in accordance with the instructions in her will. I think she knew she was dying, and went out there to do it in peace, under the glittering stars.

Also, I can’t prove it, but I have a feeling she ate Harold.

Not the night she died, I mean. She must have done it that same night me and Ingrid and Elena escaped from Tremorglade. Dora was out of her cage – ironically, he let her out – and at that time Sequest was still blasting the town with infrasound, driving all the Rippers berserk, so she’d have been deadly. I was worried Harold had escaped but, a couple of months back, investigators found his remains in the forest. They reckon he was killed around the time of the Rippocalypse. According to the experts, given the distribution and condition of the remains, it was either a frenzied Ripper attack, or he spontaneously exploded. On balance, probably the former.

If it was Dora that got him, she would have Returned the following morning, put her dentures back in and gone about her day with no idea she’d done it, since we can’t remember anything about the nights we’re Turned. Probably just as well.

But even if Harold’s death was at the claws of a Ripper, things were different then. It doesn’t mean we’re dangerous. Which is the point of this video.

‘Remember, now they’re not being tortured by Sequest, Rippers don’t hurt people.’ I speak the words slowly and clearly, looking straight into the camera, my serious face on.

I take a quick glance at the comments feed on the little screen next to the camera – a constant scroll of mostly positive emojis from what Ingrid calls my weirdo fans.

Okay, some of them are weirdos.

There are a few who take it a bit far. Ripper Cultists. It’s a thing, now. When they discovered the joys of Turning, some people didn’t just accept it, they didn’t even just embrace it, they threw themselves into it and refused to come out. They wish they could do it every night. Corpus pilori is the best thing that ever happened to them: a miracle that has given their lives meaning, a community, rituals. A few have even made pilgrimages to Tremorglade. I found one a few weeks ago trying to burn incense on my porch. Some of them started Turning even before I did, but they still look at me like I invented it.

But mainly my audience are just truth seekers and a lot of commenters are saying that they aren’t afraid anymore, that they are actually excited for their new lives. I feel pretty good about that.

Occasionally, one or two comments on my videos are less positive. I get that. It’s a big change, and in some places around the world people aren’t coping too well. But some of the conspiracy theories that are popping up are ridiculous – there’s no need to try to force us back in cages when they’re not needed.

And let’s remember who the real villain was here: Sequest.

Technically, it’s no longer the same company, even if the name hasn’t changed. Harold’s deputy, Dr Smith, is in prison awaiting trial, along with every other employee who knew about the Tremorglade experiment. But you can’t make a huge company like that just disappear completely. There are labs, equipment, files, systems. New staff have been drafted in to take care of those things, everything we need to make our new reality work.

Ingrid’s hand is flipping around, imploring me to get on with it. I drag my eyes away from We love u Sel! in the midst of a long block of heart emojis sailing up the screen, and realize Ingrid’s moved the camera to film something behind me.

I turn and nearly jump out of my skin. There’s a face pressed up against the window, hands cupped round to peer in, breath steaming. Sunglasses on, despite the freezing fog. Eddie belatedly notices, and starts barking. He’s not much of a watchdog.

Recovering quickly, I take it in my stride. ‘Now, this is one of the other Tremorgladers you’ve heard me talk about – Sergeant Derek Hale. A key member of our community,’ I say, raising my voice, hoping he’ll hear and feel too flattered to kick us out and make trouble for me with Mum.

No such luck. He bangs on the window, frowning, and jabs a finger towards the door.

I can’t figure out Hale. When we returned to Tremorglade, after nearly dying in our attempt to find out the truth about Sequest, I honestly expected that our relationship might change. Finally, I thought, he – and Mayor Warren too – would be less patronizing, maybe even grateful.

If anything, Hale is worse. When we had a moment to actually speak to each other, he started by asking if I’d caught up with my schoolwork yet, or if ‘events’ had got in the way. Like I’d been bunking off, rather than exposing a huge lie and changing the world.

But that’s the thing: we’re still very isolated here, even though the road is open. Our everyday world isn’t all that different. It’s everywhere else that’s changed.

There are new people in Tremorglade now, visitors and residents, but that hasn’t turned us upside down or anything. We still mainly get what we need via drone deliveries, but now we get the odd truck, too. The only change Hale’s really had to make is to add traffic management to his duties, now that there are more cars here.

I suppose it’s a comfort, in a weird way. If things ever do go really bad, if society does collapse, if Sequest messes up again and turns half the world into zombies, he’ll be out there giving them parking tickets.

Ingrid and I reluctantly make our way out the front of the building and onto the lawn, where he’s waiting for us, hands on hips, chewing gum. Eddie finds an interesting smell on the grass and starts rolling in it.

‘Know what trespassing is, kids?’ he asks, then clocks the camera. ‘Come on, turn that thing off.’

‘Say hello to the world, Sergeant Hale.’ Ingrid grins, shoving the camera in his face. ‘You’re live to thousands. Sel was just explaining that Rippers don’t bite, and no one needs to be scared of them. Would you agree?’

His jaw freezes mid-chew and I stifle a snigger at his stage fright. But then I see he’s not looking at the lens. He’s staring past it, into the forest. Ingrid and I follow his gaze to the treeline, the camera still rolling.

So it’s fair to say there are an awful lot of international witnesses who see the man stumbling towards us, covered in blood, naked and shielding his dignity with his hands. Rippers have a strong homing instinct and we almost always find ourselves back home by dawn, unless we get stuck somewhere. In those cases, politeness reigns and everyone averts their eyes or discreetly passes something to wrap up in for the journey home – it’s rare, but we’d all want them to do the same for us if we were as unlucky.

It takes me a moment to recognize him – it’s our school’s Recent History teacher, normally only to be seen in a pristine suit and tie, droning on at the front of the classroom. He was brought in at the start of the new term to bring us up to speed on the actual twenty-five years of history Sequest faked for us.

‘Mr Costa?’

Even at a distance, it’s obvious that he’s badly hurt. His shoulder is a glistening wet, fleshy open wound, seeping blood. His skin is a horrible pale grey, streaked with sticky dried-red rivulets.

‘Help me.’ His voice is rasping and broken. Hale moves first, rushing to give first aid as Mr Costa cries out, ‘I’ve been… I think I’ve been…’

And then he collapses face down on the grass.

When I turn back to Ingrid, her horror reflects my own. Because we both know what Mr Costa was about to say.

He’s been bitten.






CHAPTER 2 ONE WEEK LATER


We’re gathered in the town square for the Winter Wind-Up, Tremorglade’s annual community festival. It’s really just an excuse to toast marshmallows, eat hot dogs and set off a few fireworks to liven up our most depressing season, but this year Mayor Warren decided we should make it a celebration of our new, uncaged lives. A homemade banner, strung across the front of the town hall, says as much: FREEDOM!

It’s late, a waning moon high in the black dome of the sky.

I nibble miserably on my hot dog. This time feels different. I used to go to the Wind-Up with Elena. When we were little, we’d stuff our faces and chase each other round the fire with sparklers till our faces were flushed and our clothes stank of smoke. Elena and her brother Pedro moved out to Rinoco a few weeks ago, after their dad decided to make a fresh start, and train as a counsellor there. He reckons he can help people work through problems, after everything his family experienced – when you think your son is dead, and your daughter disappears, and then you find out they’re both alive, but also that you’ve been trapped in a massive lie for most of your life… well, it probably does give you a pretty good insight into what trauma is like.

Elena’s not even going to school at the moment; she’s doing an apprenticeship with Pedro. He’s renting an apartment in the same building as their dad, and Elena’s living with him, with all their computer gear set up in his living room. Apparently Rinoco isn’t in too bad shape right now. There’s the occasional bit of fighting between Cultists and those who are less happy about the way things have turned out, some looting, but nothing really serious.

I reckon if she’d kicked up a fuss Elena could have stayed here. But she was excited about doing something new, moving to a new city halfway across the world. To a totally different time zone.

Away from me.

We had a huge bust-up before she left.

‘Moping about Elena again?’

Ingrid’s arm hooks round my neck from behind, grabs my hot dog and takes a huge bite.

I shove her away, outraged. ‘Get your own! And I’m not moping.’

Ingrid used to hate me, but now we’re quite close. She keeps trying to make me laugh, annoy me, anything to shake me out of what she thinks is sadness. But she doesn’t know me that well yet. If she did, she’d realize I’m not sad. I’m disappointed – in myself. I tried to persuade Elena to stay, and she got annoyed, called me ‘clingy’.

It hurt, and I said a few things I probably shouldn’t have, in the heat of the moment, and… well, we never actually said goodbye, in the end.

The worst of it is that she was right. I’ve always relied on her too much, and I need to learn to stand on my own two feet.

So, I haven’t replied to any of her messages since. That’s what she wants, isn’t it? Space. I’m giving it to her. She’s only messaging me out of pity. But for some reason, Ingrid thinks I’m being childish.

‘Call her.’

‘Now? We’re at a party, if you hadn’t noticed.’

‘Oh, right. This is you networking, is it?’ She spreads her arms out to indicate the people around us that I’ve been carefully ignoring. I give her my dead-eye stare.

‘Why don’t you call Elena?’ I suggest.

‘Already have. I talk to her every day, Sel.’

I look for a distraction, and find one. ‘Who’s she?’ I nod subtly across the firepit.

In the wobbly haze around the flames, a woman in a grey beanie hat and a trenchcoat sits on one of the folding chairs. She sips from a steaming cup, watching the fire thoughtfully, oblivious to the chatter around her. A few short strands of wavy jet-black hair peek out from under her hat, cut along her chin.

Ingrid follows my gaze. ‘She arrived a few days ago in this big, beat-up old campervan. She told Warren she was a nature lover come to check out Tremorglade’s unique wildlife – birds and stuff – but that’s baloney if you ask me.’ She appraises the woman admiringly. ‘Nice jacket. I think she’s packing, you know.’

‘Packing what?’

Ingrid rolls her eyes. ‘Honestly, Sel, what’s the point of you watching all those action movies if you don’t pick up any of this stuff?’ She moves in closer to me and discreetly makes a gun shape with her fingers.

I look over again, alarmed. The woman’s posture appears relaxed – legs crossed at the ankles, the arm with the cup slung across the back of the chair – but there’s something vigilant in the way she holds herself, and her other arm is casually resting high on her lap, hand tucked into the jacket.

My heart beats faster. ‘Maybe she’s just keeping her fingers warm. Who comes to a party armed?’

Ingrid shrugs. ‘No one seems to know anything much about her. Warren couldn’t get her to upload her photo and bio onto Tremorgossip’s Our People page.’

‘Good for her,’ I say. I approve of her already. Warren is like a dog with a bone about that page at the moment. He seems worried that if we don’t all know everyone’s names, jobs and a quirky fact about each other, the community will fall apart. ‘I haven’t done mine either.’

She snorts. ‘Yeah, he’s done it for you. There’s a school photo of you from about five years ago, the cute one where you’d tried cutting your own fringe. Underneath it just says “teenager”.’

‘Oh, perfect.’

The woman’s blank gaze into the fire suddenly focuses and meets mine. I break into an embarrassed smile automatically, but her eyes flick away and she takes another sip of her drink like it never happened.

‘Here, say cheese,’ Ingrid says, smushing up next to me and taking a selfie. ‘Gonna send this to Big City Elena to show her we Tremorgladers still know how to have fun. Oh, wow, yep, your face definitely says fun,’ she complains, checking the photo.

I sigh, and consider just going home. Mum is prepping in the bakery, and she’d probably welcome my help. But Ingrid says we have to wait till Warren’s done his speech, so we can make fun of it later.

I don’t feel like laughing, though. And not just because I wish Elena was here.

It’s a week after Mr Costa’s spontaneous starring role in my livestream, and things are worse than I thought.

It quickly emerged that he wasn’t the only one to have had a chunk taken out of him. In fact, he wasn’t even the first one. We’ve just found out that Ms Dawes, the librarian, got bitten the previous Howl night. She woke up at home with enough of a gash in her leg that she had to get stitches at the Wellness Centre. We never heard about it until now because at first they thought she’d accidentally gouged it on something. But after what happened with Mr Costa they reconsidered when she came for her follow-up appointment, and realized it was a bite.

So the bites happened on consecutive Howl nights. Neither Mr Costa nor Ms Dawes are Immutable, so they were Rippers when they were bitten. If they’d been human at the time – an Immutable, or a kid – a bite like that and they’d have bled out. One hundred per cent dead.

Both victims are apparently recovering well, although they have no clue what happened to them that night. I understand why people are nervous, but we shouldn’t panic and overreact. And we definitely shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Something bit them. I just don’t believe it could be another Ripper. We might play-bite each other, but we never break the skin.

Outside of Tremorglade, the usual online haters have got worked up about it:


It’ll spread. You’ll see. All the bad stuff starts in Tremorglade. I bet it will happen elsewhere, too. Look what they already did to us.

Filthy Rippers will tear each other apart.

Hey I Turn but I don’t chow down on nobody, don’t tar us with the same brush.

We shd hv nuked that place wen we had the chance!!!

That kid still lives there – Sel. Coincidence? I don’t think so.

It was probably him that bit them. Always thought he looks shifty in those videos.



But the trolls don’t matter. They can’t really do me any harm. It’s people here I’m worried about. In particular, the ones arriving in the square right now as Warren sets up his mic. They choose a spot at the back of the crowd and stand in a huddle, refusing offers of hot drinks and sparklers. Immutable Alliance members.

Their leader is Sherman Goss, who took a job as our school janitor when he arrived in town. He has a kid, too. Barney? Billy? He’s a year below me at school, so I don’t have any classes with him, but I’ve tried to offer a smile as I pass. Trust me, I’m not anti-Immutable – you don’t pick your genes, right? It’s just these guys. I’ve tried to be friendly, but they don’t like me, or Ingrid, for obvious reasons.

Most Immutables aren’t members of the Alliance – many are perfectly happy just to get on with their own lives and don’t make a big deal out of being immune to corpus pilori. They just sleep or party or play board games while the rest of us Rip out, and I even have some Immutable fans. But the Alliance was set up for those who feel that Rippers are trying to take over and reckon the old way of life needs protecting.

You’d think Tremorglade would be the last place those people would want to live – the epicentre of everything they hate – but it’s like they want to stake their claim here. A dozen of them just arrived one day in January on a coach from Hastaville, along with Sherman in his van. Don’t get me wrong, there are definitely advantages to having them around. One of them, a medic called Dr Evan Quincy, joined the expanding Wellness Centre staff, so that for the first time, there’s a qualified adult there every Howl night and it stays open. Before then, kids just had to try not to get injured or, failing that, make do with their own first-aid skills till morning. He’ll treat Rippers, too, if they hurt themselves badly. There’s even a dedicated Ripper blood bank there now.

Sherman Goss is hardcore. He insists every Ripper is dangerous, so when the news about the bites leaked, he flipped his lid and demanded we go back in cages on Howl nights. Mayor Warren’s managed to hold him off for now, saying we should wait till we actually know what happened. There’s no evidence it was a Ripper. And besides, a lot of us have got rid of our cages, so it’s not that simple.

Warren commissioned Hale to gather a group of local volunteers, and they’ve been searching the forest for clues.

Of course, the Alliance pointed out that the main search team can’t work on Howl nights, when all the action’s happened so far. So, reluctantly, Warren’s authorized them to form their own search party then. They go out with rifles and shotguns, saying they’re doing it to protect all of us. We’ve never had actual guns in Tremorglade before, only tranqs, and I can tell Warren doesn’t like it. He’s warned them that shooting any Ripper is unacceptable, even if it does turn out one of us is biting. He told my mum it’s important to keep them happy, not to stir up divisions.

Watching Sherman and his group now, arms crossed as Warren taps the mic and starts his speech, it seems to me they’re far from happy. Even if the bites stop, something tells me it won’t be enough.

The speech is all about the joys of freedom, and the strength of our community after a major upheaval. Warren keeps it neutral and general, so as not to offend the Immutables.

‘This past year has shown more than ever how important it is for all of us to stick together,’ Warren says. ‘We’ve shown so much resilience in the face of evil. I want to say how proud I am of all of you. Especially… Sel.’

I blink, and straighten up, astonished. He’s never so much as—

‘Could you move to the side, slightly? Your head is in front of the banner. Thanks. As I was saying… especially those of you who have worked so hard to connect us to the rest of the world and improve our town, helping rebuild the road, demolishing the last of the wall, modernizing and expanding the Wellness Centre. Freedom: that’s what we’ve gained. And we must use it wisely…’

I tune him out and try not to feel resentful. Eventually he asks if anyone else wants to say anything. A couple of tourists stick their hands up – two men, golden-tanned with surfer-blond hair – and hustle enthusiastically to the front. They’re both wearing fake-fur coats with bushy tails. Not quite Ripper Cultists, but towards that end of the spectrum. One has wolfish ears on a headband. Warren looks uncomfortable but passes over the mic. ‘Just a quick one, then.’

Ingrid starts smirking. ‘Oh, this is gonna be good.’

They look almost identical except one has a ponytail, while the other lets his chin-length wavy locks flow freely. Ponytail beams around. ‘Yeah, so we’re visiting all the way from the north coast, and we just want to say how totally stoked we are to be here among you, the first Turned. We dig this place so much, and it’s such a great gift that you’ve shared with the world.’

Behind me, someone spits loudly. I daren’t turn my head, but I’d put good money on that being Sherman.

The other guy takes the mic. ‘Before I became a Ripper for the first time, I was a mess. I had no motivation, I was depressed, going nowhere. But Turning has given my life meaning. Now I run my own PR company with Jim here.’

‘Weird flex,’ mutters Ingrid.

Warren goes to take the mic back. ‘Er, thank you. I hope everyone’s made you feel welcome during your short stay here, and we wish you well as you go on your way. We try to make everyone welcome in Tremorglade, whether they do in fact Turn or whether instead they are Immutable and have different, very special and unique talents that we all value very much,’ he adds, throwing a rictus grin out to the crowd.

Smooth.

The tourists don’t get the hint. They just stand there beaming. ‘Oh, Tom and I are staying a few months yet!’ Jim says. ‘We have so much to learn from you all.’

Warren’s expression turns somewhat pained, like he’s struggling with a difficult bowel movement. There was a time when I thought the mayor was a willing part of Sequest’s operation, that everything he did seemed sinister, calculated, knowing. It’s hard to imagine now.

‘I have something to say, too,’ a voice calls out. Sherman. He moves through the crowd, which parts around him like water round the bow of a ship. He’s huge, at least a head taller than everyone else. His hair is silvery-grey, buzz cut over olive skin. His camouflage jacket does little to hide muscled arms so thick I can’t see how he even got it over them unless he sewed it up afterwards.

I check out the other Alliance people behind me at the back. His son is there, watching silently, sulking. Benjamin, that’s it. He’s skinny, shorter than me, dark-brown skinned with very close-cropped curly black hair, nothing like his dad. Immutable as well, though. It does tend to run in families. Looks like being a miserable sod does, too.

Warren’s grin is frozen in place. Sherman doesn’t even need to take the mic, just stands towering next to them. There’s silence for a moment, other than the crackle of the fire, as Sherman looks over the assembly.

‘You debase yourselves.’ His voice carries easily across the square. ‘All of you. What do you have to celebrate? A disease is sweeping the world and you welcome it with open arms? Where is your self-respect? Your humanity?’

Jim tries to stick up for Turning. ‘Okay, we don’t remember what we did. But the morning after, it’s just the best feeling. And, like, you can make it for another month, because that feeling is out there and you can have it again.’

Sherman’s nose crinkles into a sneer. ‘Like a drug addict.’

There’s a bit of awkward muttering, denials.

Sherman points at the banner. ‘You are not “free”. You should not evolve backwards, my friends. Look what has happened with these attacks. Resist. A cure will come, and you will be restored to your natural state.’

Resist? What are we supposed to do, hold our breath till the feeling passes?

There’s plenty of offended whispering around me, but no one is brave enough to call him out directly. Warren starts to speak again, but Sherman effortlessly talks over him. ‘Speaking of which, other than my companions, who else here is Immutable? Please introduce yourself.’

Silence.

‘I was led to understand that there is a new arrival. We wish to welcome you.’

The silence lengthens. Eventually a woman’s voice breaks it.

‘That would be me, I suppose.’

People turn. It’s the stranger, just the other side of the fire. She’s sitting in exactly the same position as before, scowling. I get the impression this attention is the last thing she wanted. Up until now, she’s just been watching, listening quietly. Now she downs the last of her drink, crushes her paper cup and throws it into a nearby bin without even looking. She sighs.

‘Yes, I’m Immutable. So what?’

Sherman opens his arms wide. ‘Then you may join our Alliance. It is open to Immutables only, but we work for the good of all. We protect everyone in these dangerous times.’

‘No thanks. Absolutely no desire to join your pathetic little club.’

Sherman’s jaw flexes slightly as he takes this in. A good few seconds pass. ‘May I ask why?’

‘No.’

His eyes flick to his son at the back, and he makes a decision. ‘No matter. We will leave you all to your debauchery, then.’

We watch them go, Sherman’s kid trailing behind him. As they disappear round the corner, Ingrid and I look for the woman again, but there’s no sign of her.

We ask around, but no one even knows her name.






CHAPTER 3 APRIL – TEN HOURS TO HOWL NIGHT


I make sure to find a spot as far away from Ingrid as possible in our Recent History class. The moment she saw me this morning, in the corridor on the way in, she was on about Elena again. Insisting that I should – in her words – stop being so childish and answer her messages.

But I’ve made my decision. Maybe one day we’ll be able to have a polite chat, but right now I know that if I start typing I won’t be able to stop. She can’t have it both ways – she needs to leave me alone too. But she doesn’t:


Hey, Sel! What up? Pedro showed me how to use a network analyser today. Hackers use them. Not that we are hacking anyone ofc! Ahem.

You would LOVE the food here. Churros everywhere, they sell them on street corners.

Tell me about school – what r the new teachers like?

Pedro keeps asking when ur gonna visit. You and yr mum could totally stay for a couple of weeks, our place is BIG.



I’m leaving her on read. And still they come, interspersed with more plaintive ones:


Talk to me, Sel

Would rly love to hear how ur doing?? Ingrid tells me but I wanna hear it from u

Come on, I miss u



That last one was yesterday. It took me off guard, arriving just as I was going to bed after watching a sad movie from a couple of years back – I doubt I’ll ever be able to catch up on all the movies that Sequest stopped us from seeing in the last twenty-five years, but I’m giving it a try. This one had a dog that died in the end – which should be illegal – and it melted my defences, a little. I typed back:


Miss u too



Then my eyes started stinging so I deleted the words without sending and turned my phone off for the night.

There’s no way to replace someone who’s been at your side ever since you can remember, sharing every thought you ever had.

Now, discreetly under my desk because Mr Costa will confiscate my phone if he sees it, I read Elena’s message again, imagining her disappointment when she sees I haven’t replied. Maybe she even watched me typing, expecting me to write something soppy or ask her to come home. Well, I showed her.
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