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“… As the plague ends, our narrator concludes his journal with a poem: ‘A dreadful plague in London was; In the year sixty-five, Which swept an hundred thousand souls; Away; yet I alive!’”


Mr. Hirsch looked up from his copy of Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year and surveyed the young faces staring back at him. It was the spring of their senior year, the last period of the day. They were bored. Checked out. Their eyes were deader than a seventeenth-century London plague victim. These kids had already applied to college and, to be quite honest, even those who didn’t attend would be absolutely fine. Green Valley was just that kind of school—median family income was almost $200,000. With or without AP English, they would be all set. Which is perhaps why Mr. Hirsch still felt like he ought to try to teach them something.


“So … what do we think he’s getting at?” asked Mr. Hirsch.


No hands went up. Of course no hands went up. Mr. Hirsch closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He imagined fly-fishing on the Sauk River. Then he picked someone.


“Heidi.”


Heidi Mills blinked, a little startled. Heidi was a smart, pretty, popular girl who had, unfortunately, been secretly scrolling on her phone under her desk. She cursed herself. This was the type of thing she never did. Heidi always paid attention in class, no matter how insanely boring it was.


“Um …” said Heidi.


“Um,” repeated Mr. Hirsch, to the class’s mild amusement.


“I think he’s happy to be alive but he’s, um, looking for a reason why,” said Heidi. “Like, why did some people live and others die? He doesn’t want to accept that it’s just random so it’s got to be, like, the hand of God or something.”


Mr. Hirsch gave a nod. Good answer, apparently.


“He survived,” said Mr. Hirsch. “Ergo, he deserved to survive.”


“Exactly,” said Heidi, relieved she’d been able to pull something out of thin air.


Mr. Hirsch pressed on. “Well, it may have seemed random at the time, but it wasn’t. We know now that Yersinia pestis—the bacteria that causes bubonic plague—is carried by fleas. Specifically, fleas that live on rats. So, who do we think would have been hit hardest by the Great Plague of London?”


“People with rats in their house?” asked Katie Lackey.


“Sure,” said Mr. Hirsch. “And who would that have been?”


Again, no hands rose. Mr. Hirsch’s eyes narrowed as he saw Luca Spiro turn a full 180 degrees in his desk, whispering something to Peter Kavanagh.


“Luca,” said Mr. Hirsch.


Luca slowly turned back around, as though the maître d’ at a fancy restaurant had just told him his table was ready. The boy brimmed with the absolute confidence that comes from being eighteen years old, naturally handsome, and born rich.


“What’s that?” said Luca. “Oh. Who’s got rats in their house? Hmm … I’m gonna say … Goth Steve.”


The entire class burst out laughing.


Steve Hale, the misfit who was the butt of Luca’s joke, glared. “Fuck you,” he said through clenched teeth.


“That’s sweet, Steve. I’m actually spoken for.” Luca nodded in Heidi’s direction.


Even though it was a punch line, Heidi felt a flutter in her stomach as their relationship was publicly acknowledged.


“All right, all right, enough,” said Mr. Hirsch, whose feeble efforts to restore order were shattered by the ringing of the final bell.


Instantly, the class was on their feet and jostling for the door.


It was the usual pandemonium in the halls, as the collective student body of Green Valley High School made their way toward the exits. The sound of a few hundred simultaneous conversations rose to the level of a dull roar.


Heidi shook her head as she watched a group of boys take turns trying to jump and touch the lunar cycle countdown clock—00:05:47:29 to moonrise—mounted near the ceiling. What were they trying to prove, exactly? Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a tenth grader get pantsed by one of his friends. Idiots.


“Oh my God, Heidi, such a cute skirt!” Marcie Love, another senior girl, locked arms with Heidi as they walked. “My mom has one just like it.”


Marcie was pretty and popular too. She was two inches taller than Heidi, and her hair was incredible. Heidi hated her, and she was 99 percent sure that Marcie hated her back. But neither girl had ever said a (provably) unkind word to the other. Mutual loathing was expressed in backhanded compliments.


Heidi returned an even brighter smile. “I love that for your mom. Maybe she’ll finally land another husband. I mean, stranger things have happened, right?”


Marcie ignored the jab and regarded Heidi’s skirt once more. “I don’t think it’s too short at all,” she said, somehow subtly implying she might be the only one who held that belief. “Okay, gotta run, girl. Really looking forward to Saturday. Ciao.”


Marcie blew Heidi air-kisses and broke off in a different direction.


Heidi blew her a kiss back. “Ciao, bitch,” she said under her breath.


“Heidi!”


Heidi turned to see Olivia Zeiman-Parr, her best friend since the third grade, nudging her way through the crowd to catch up.


“I got into Kenyon,” said Olivia.


“Oh my God, that’s awesome,” said Heidi. Kenyon was ranked thirtieth in National Liberal Arts Colleges.


“Is it?” asked Olivia. “Kenyon’s in Gambier, Ohio. I looked on Wikipedia and it says the town’s only got 2,391 people. Could I honestly spend four years in Gambier, Ohio?”


“You spent four years in this place,” said Heidi, nodding toward the still pantsless tenth grader, who was now trying to do a handstand to make his buddies laugh. “You’ll be fine wherever you end up.”


“Easy for you to say,” said Olivia. “You’ll be at Harvard with your boyfriend.”


“Do not jinx it,” said Heidi. This was what she was supposed to say. “You know I haven’t gotten in yet.”


“Please,” said Olivia. “You’re salutatorian. All-state cross-country. French club president. Fifteen eighty on your SATs. You know you’re getting in.”


Heidi shrugged and didn’t smile. She wanted to be humble, but … maybe she did know she was getting in.


“Ladies, my ears are burning,” Luca said as he caught up to them.


Olivia rolled her eyes. “Somebody says ‘Harvard’ and you appear like Candyman.”


Luca ignored Olivia and gave Heidi a wet kiss on the mouth.


“You get your letter yet, babe?” asked Luca.


“Not yet,” said Heidi.


“Should’ve done early decision like I did,” said Luca.


“Should’ve had an uncle who donated a new library like Luca did,” Olivia said.


“Olivia, c’mon,” said Heidi.


Luca gave her an exaggerated smile. “Ha. You’re super funny, dude. You’ll be, like, the funniest person at community college.”


“Fuck you,” said Olivia. “I got into Macalester, Colby and Kenyon.”


Numbers twenty-seven, nineteen, and thirty, respectively, thought Heidi.


“Wow. Those are all great schools,” said Luca. He slapped the custodian, Mr. Santangelo, on the back as they walked past him. “Watch out, Mr. Santangelo, Olivia’s coming for your job.”


Mr. Santangelo stared at Luca and said nothing.


“You’re such a fucking dick,” said Olivia.


“Oh my God, be nice!” said Heidi.


Luca threw an arm around Heidi’s waist. “You know what, Olivia, maybe you could actually work for Heidi. Every doctor’s office needs somebody to, like, clean up the used syringes and crusty Band-Aids.”


Olivia was taken aback. “Doctor’s office? What is he talking about?”


Heidi shrugged. She didn’t want to get into it.


“I thought you wanted to major in art history,” said Olivia.


“I don’t know,” said Heidi. “I’ve been thinking about it and, like, the world needs doctors more than ever right now. Who else is going to find the cure?” It sounded right. You couldn’t really argue with it.


“And more importantly,” said Luca. “Doctors are rich as fuuuuuck.”


“There it is,” said Olivia. “Pressure her into something she doesn’t want—”


“Who says I don’t want it?” protested Heidi. She did want it. Right?


Olivia pressed on. “—while you focus on your quote-unquote ‘rap career.’”


Luca darkened. “I’ve got flow, Olivia. I don’t expect a little white girl from the suburbs to understand what that means.”


“What the hell are you talking about?” cried Olivia. “You’re white! You’re from the suburbs!”


The two of them kept on arguing about Heidi’s future all the way out to the parking lot.


“You know what, maybe I won’t even have a job,” said Luca. “Maybe I’ll just lay by the pool all day, working on my tan, looking pretty. Olivia, after you graduate from Macolbyster, I’ll pay you minimum wage to freshen my mojitos.”


“Asshole,” said Olivia.


They stopped at Luca’s BMW.


“Ooh, speaking of drinks,” said Luca. “Just remembered there’s gonna be a little change of plans re: Saturday.”


Heidi and Olivia stared back at him.


Luca cleared his throat. “Turns out I can’t actually get the booze. I forgot it’s lockdown tonight and tomorrow night, and I’ve got practice.”


“Okay,” said Heidi. “So who’s getting it?”


Luca smiled his thousand-watt smile. Slowly, it dawned on Heidi what he had in mind.


“What?” said Heidi. “No!”


“Afraid yeah,” said Luca.


“Buy it on Saturday then,” said Olivia.


“Saturday’s my great-uncle’s ninetieth,” said Luca. “I’ll be stuck in Centralia with my fucking parents.”


“Luca, I can’t buy alcohol.” Heidi looked around to make sure no one overheard her.


“We’ll get in trouble!” said Olivia.


Heidi saw a flash of something in Luca’s eyes. At times, he was capable of great anger. But a split second later he was all smiles again.


“Guys, I don’t love to say this, because I do consider myself a feminist,” said Luca, “but please don’t be pussies.”


And with those parting words, Luca hopped in his car and drove off, blaring drill music.


Apparently, that settled it. Heidi and Olivia were now responsible for getting all the alcohol for the senior party at Heidi’s house on Saturday. The girls made their way toward Heidi’s new Audi—an eighteenth-birthday gift from her mom—in nervous silence.


“I don’t know,” said Olivia as they pulled out of the student parking lot and onto the street. “Luca picked your college. He’s picking your career. And now, he’s got you, like, doing crimes for him.”


“Crimes?” said Heidi, defensiveness overcoming her fear of breaking the law. “You’re being so dramatic. I’m not some, like, kept woman. Everyone wants to go to Harvard. And how is you telling me I shouldn’t be a doctor any different from Luca telling me I should be one?”


“I don’t know, it just is,” said Olivia. “And look, I know you think you and Luca will be together forever, but he’s your high school boyfriend and high school is basically done. You can’t count on—”


“Admit it,” said Heidi, cutting her off, “you’ve just never liked him.”


Olivia looked like she wanted to say something. But she didn’t. Then Heidi’s phone rang.


“Oh shit, it’s my mom,” said Heidi. “Be quiet.”


Heidi answered the call on Bluetooth. As she spoke, her voice was suddenly weak and scratchy. “Hi, Mom.”


On the other end, Heidi’s mother Madeline spoke. She sounded loud and clear, perfect enunciation, as always: “Hello, sweetie. How are you feeling?”


“A little better. I actually made it to school today. How’s Oahu?”


“Not as fun without you,” said Madeline.


“I’m so sad I’m not there,” said Heidi.


“I know,” said Madeline. “We went scuba diving and Ron saw a reef shark!”


“Wow, that sounds super neat,” said Heidi.


At “super neat” Olivia gave Heidi a look. Heidi shook her head.


“I’ll send you a picture,” said Madeline. “We wish you were here, sweetheart.”


“Me too,” Heidi said sorrowfully. “Me too.” Then she added a short fit of fake coughing for good measure.


“Oof,” said Madeline. “You sound bad.”


“Sorry,” croaked Heidi.


“Don’t apologize. Oh, before I forget, did Dagamara ever show up?”


Madeline was referring to their family’s elderly Polish cleaning lady. Dagamara came every Tuesday to tidy up the house.


“Nope,” said Heidi.


“I’ve been texting her all week. No answer,” said Madeline. “I don’t want to be harsh because, of course, I understand her circumstances are different from ours. But this sort of thing isn’t acceptable.”


“I’ll let you know if she comes,” said Heidi.


“Okay. Rest up and we’ll see you on Sunday,” Madeline said. “Oh, and text me if you hear anything from Harvard. Love you.”


“Will do, Mom. Love you too.”


Heidi turned onto Wyngarde Street, and an upscale shopping center soon came into view. It was completely surrounded by a ten-foot steel security fence topped with loops of razor wire. A tasteful sign that read eastlake commons rose above the fence with a brass clockface mounted beneath it. Under that, they’d even installed a smaller lunar cycle countdown clock with the days, hours, and minutes in Roman numerals.


Heidi drove through the security gate and into the parking lot. Neither girl gave a second look to the homeless encampment abutting Eastlake Commons, a half dozen tents in an alley pressed up against the outside of the fence.


Heidi parked and she and Olivia joined the end of the line to enter Glenmarket Wine & Spirits.


Ahead of them, a bored security guard used a long cotton swab to gather saliva from inside the cheek of patrons going into the store.


“I can’t believe you faked sick to get out of a Hawaiian vacation,” said Olivia. “Must be nice.”


Heidi shrugged. “We went to Hawaii two years ago. It’s fine but it’s, like, so touristy.”


“My family exclusively vacations in Western Pennsylvania,” said Olivia darkly. “Does it still count as your graduation present if you didn’t even go on the trip?”


“It fucking better not!” Heidi laughed.


They made their way to the front of the line. Yet another saliva test. Heidi, like most people, barely noticed them anymore. She opened her mouth, and the guard slid the cotton swab in, made a few perfunctory circles, and then yanked it out and plunged it into a small plastic vial filled with clear liquid.


There was a good fifteen seconds of awkward silence as the guard and Heidi tried not to look at each other. The vial didn’t change color. The guard tossed it into a trash can that was overflowing with them.


“Welcome to Glenmarket Wine and Spirits,” he said for approximately the nine hundredth time that day.


Heidi walked through the automatic doors, and Olivia stepped forward and opened her mouth.


Inside, the choices were overwhelming: vodka, bourbon, gin, rum. Heidi didn’t really know anything about liquor so she picked out top-shelf bottles of each one and put them into her cart. Hopefully it would be enough to make everyone happy. She and Olivia had a brief debate over whether or not boys drink port, but they ended up grabbing a bottle just in case. By the time they made it to the checkout line with $300 of assorted booze, their latent fear was starting to rise to the surface.


“We’re gonna get caught,” Olivia whispered as the cashier rang up a bottle of Riesling for a grandmother in activewear ahead of them.


“Shh,” said Heidi. She was nervous too, but she knew that in most situations, confidence was everything. Something she’d learned from her mom.


By the time she made it to the cash register, Heidi was nonchalantly looking at her phone. Just buying alcohol. No big deal. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Olivia staring at the floor. Sweat was beading on her forehead. She looked ill.


The liquor store clerk appeared to barely be older than Heidi herself. “ID, please,” he said.


Heidi made a subtle gesture as if to indicate how ridiculous it was that she, a grown woman, was being forced to present her ID to make such a routine alcohol purchase.


“Sure,” said Heidi. With a wry smile, she handed the clerk the fake Nevada driver’s license of one Dawn Suppley, age twenty-seven.


Olivia’s posture had subtly shifted. She was hunched slightly forward. Was her stomach cramping? She looked like she might throw up.


Heidi did not react at all. She went back to her phone. Simply browsing social media while making an absolutely normal and legal purchase. After this, she, Dawn Suppley, would probably go to the bank, or perhaps to a kitchen-and-tile showroom.


The clerk stared at the ID for a long time. The longer he looked, the more Heidi felt her confidence eroding. Why, exactly, was she doing this, again? Couldn’t Luca have gotten one of his older friends to buy the booze? If Heidi got caught, what was the penalty? Was this a misdemeanor or an actual felony? She’d resisted the urge to google it beforehand and now she regretted not knowing the answer. Would having a criminal record make it harder for her to get into a top-ten medical school?


“Hang on,” said the clerk.


The clerk walked a few checkout lanes down and spoke in hushed tones to his tired-looking manager. At the end of the conversation the manager gave a fatalistic shrug. Heidi thought she could lip-read the words “not even worth it.”


The clerk returned to his post and handed Heidi her ID back. “Fine,” he said.


He knew. But he rang Heidi up anyway.


Heidi was grinning ear to ear as she and Olivia stepped out of Glenmarket Wine & Spirits pushing a shopping cart full of booze. They’d done it. They’d gotten away with it.


Suddenly, the girls heard sirens.
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Two hundred feet across the parking lot, on the other side of the security fence, a BearCat armored vehicle screeched to a stop—sirens blaring—in the alley beside the homeless encampment.


Six officers of the Viral Containment Task Force burst out of the vehicle. They wore heavy tactical body armor. Under their helmets, black balaclavas concealed their faces. Most had added personal touches to their official uniform, decorating their gear with macabre imagery: death’s-heads, demons, fire-breathing dragons, avenging angels.


A recorded announcement began to repeat through the BearCat’s loudspeakers: “Due to public health violations, this unauthorized encampment will be dismantled. Please vacate the area immediately. Thank you for your cooperation.”


The affectless female voice of the recording was at odds with the violence with which the VCTF officers kicked down the tents and tossed the residents’ personal belongings into piles to be destroyed.


Those who lived in the encampment stood by and watched in grim resignation. It wasn’t the first time this had happened to them. It wouldn’t be the last. On the edge of this small crowd was a woman in a leather jacket. She was neither young nor old, powerfully built, with a short, severe haircut and piercing gray eyes. This gray-eyed woman wasn’t one of them. Not really. She was an interested observer. And she wasn’t resigned to what was happening.


Loud yelps suddenly came from inside a tent. A VCTF officer pushed through the zipper flap dragging a terrified mutt by her leash.


“You really gotta do this?” said a man in a dirty Adidas T-shirt. He had tears in his eyes.


“Dogs are passive carriers,” said the officer. He jerked the leash toward the vehicle. The dog whined as its claws scrabbled uselessly on the asphalt.


“C’mon, you’re hurting her!” cried the man in the Adidas shirt.


He took a step forward and, almost too quick to see, a second officer bashed him across the face with a truncheon.


The man in the Adidas shirt hit the ground, blood gushing from his broken nose. At the sight of her master in pain, the dog’s whines rose to frantic howls. The man tried to get up off the ground and another VCTF officer kicked him in the gut. Two more officers quickly joined in with their clubs.


“Jesus,” Olivia said as the girls watched the beating unfold from a distance.


“Yeah,” said Heidi. “It sucks that they have to do that. But, you know, that’s how they keep us safe.”


“Right,” said Olivia. She sounded unsure. “Right.”


As Heidi watched, she couldn’t help but notice the woman in the leather jacket who now seemed to be staring back at her through the gaps in the fence.


Heidi turned away. The girls did their best to ignore whatever was happening on the other side as they loaded liquor bottles into Heidi’s trunk.


They got in the car and Heidi pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street. She turned on the radio to the obnoxious baritone of an announcer speed-reading ad copy: “… today’s economy, owning silver is a no-brainer for every smart investor! If you’d purchased just a thousand dollars of silver five years ago, your portfolio would be worth ten thousand dollars today. Don’t miss out again! At Argento Rare Metals we sell silver at below market val—”


Heidi changed stations until she landed on a pop song she recognized. By the time they reached the condo complex where Olivia lived, a succession of earworms and commercials had all but erased the grim scene in the alley from the girls’ minds.


There was always a moment of awkwardness when Heidi dropped Olivia off at Tower Grove. She didn’t want to be rude, but Heidi just couldn’t imagine living like this: families stacked on top of each other like so many Lego blocks. Sharing a common yard? Hearing your neighbors talking through the walls? But Olivia’s mom was divorced and this was apparently all she could afford.


“Thanks for the ride,” said Olivia as she climbed out of the car.


“Anytime you want to commit another crime, you know where to find me,” said Heidi. She pantomimed shooting and then blowing the smoke away from a finger gun.


Olivia laughed, and then went quiet. She looked uncomfortable. “Heidi, I’m thinking maybe … I’m not going to prom.”


“What?” cried Heidi. “No. You have to come. Olivia.”


“I don’t have a date,” said Olivia, “and—I don’t know. The whole thing is kind of bullshit, right? It’s stupid.”


“No, it isn’t! I mean, it is stupid, yes, but it’s supposed to be stupid. It’s our last hurrah. When you look back on high school in ten years, you’re going to want to have gone to prom.”


“But me, right now, doesn’t want to go, so—”


“Olivia, you have to. For me. Please. Pleeeeeeeease.”


“Heidi—”


“Remember when you made me eat a bug?” asked Heidi.


“We were in fourth grade!” said Olivia.


“You made me eat a bug.” Heidi crossed her arms, much like a fourth grader might. “So now you have to do this for me.”


Olivia sighed. And then she gave a little smile. “Okay. Fine. Jesus.”


“Yes!” cried Heidi.


For the drive home, Heidi cranked up the radio even louder than before and sang along to the music. Top 40 was, of course, a misnomer. They only played around fifteen to twenty songs at any given time, and Heidi always knew all of them. Between hits, there came a loud protracted beep. It was an emergency broadcast.


“This is a special message from the Viral Containment Task Force. This lunar cycle’s supermoon will cause the moon to appear full for two nights in a row. On the nights of April fourth and fifth, please remain indoors and take all necessary precautions. If you know anyone who’s been exposed to Rabies lupinovirus or appears to be symptomatic, don’t hesitate to call our toll-free hotline at 1-800-555-4949. Your call could save a—”


Heidi changed it to the local R&B station. She knew all those songs too.


As Heidi drove, the houses she passed became older and bigger. The lawns became greener and the trees more lush and dignified. She reached the tall security fence that surrounded Cascadian Estates, the gated community where she lived.


Heidi pulled forward and the triple-reinforced titanium gate noiselessly rolled aside. The guard in the gatehouse, clad in an uncomfortable-looking Kevlar vest and an ill-fitting helmet, waved her forward with a friendly smile.


“Afternoon, Miss Mills,” said the guard.


Heidi smiled and waved back as she rolled past. “Thank you!” she said. She could never remember the guy’s name.


Heidi drove down a street of large multimillion-dollar houses and pulled into the driveway of her family’s beautiful two-story Tudor-style home. She grabbed the mail from the mailbox and punched the security code into the front door.


In the kitchen, Heidi spread the mail out onto the marble countertop: electric bill, credit card bill, The New Yorker, Restoration Hardware catalog. She picked up a glossy cream-colored envelope made of thick paper stock.


It was Madeline and Ron’s annual invitation to the Gray Ribbon Gala, a charity event at the Gaines Museum of Fine Art. Emblazoned on it was the Gaines Foundation’s perennial slogan: A CURE WITHIN REACH.


Heidi had never wanted to go before, but maybe she would this year? A fancy charity ball seemed fun. Maybe Luca could go too. As she was considering proper evening attire, her phone pinged.


It was an email. It was an email from Harvard University’s Department of Admissions. It was the email.


Heidi took a deep breath. Then she opened the message. As she read it, her excitement curdled into despair. Tears began to roll down her cheeks.


[image: ]


Hours later, night had fallen. Heidi was still sobbing on the couch under several fleece blankets. She tried to distract herself by watching TV—a silly streaming drama about doctors working on the cure. It was called Project: Hope.


On-screen, two incredibly attractive actors—more attractive than any real virologists had ever been—stared at one another with burning intensity.


“Have you seen the antibody levels in the latest samples?” said Dr. Hadrian Pierce, holding up a test tube to the light. “I don’t want to jinx it but … think this could be the one, Kim.”


“That’s not why I’m here,” said Dr. Kimberly Torres, her voice heavy with emotion. “I want to talk about what happened that night at the lake house—”


Heidi muted the TV. The show wasn’t distracting her like it was supposed to. Only reminding her that she would probably never become a doctor now. She’d be the one picking up the used syringes and crusty Band-Aids.


Her phone buzzed. It was Olivia, calling like she did pretty much every night. Heidi ignored the call. Then she ignored a second one. The third time, Heidi answered and told her best friend about the rejection letter.


Olivia tried to console her. “It’s not that big a deal. You’ll be fine wherever you end up.”


“No, I won’t,” said Heidi, sobbing. “My life is over. This is so fucking embarrassing. I don’t even know how this happened. How am I going to tell Luca? You think it was the C that I got in tenth-grade gym?”


“I don’t know,” said Olivia. “Maybe there’s some way to, like, talk to the admissions people or—”


“That’s not how it works,” snapped Heidi.


Just then, she heard a beep. It was an incoming call from “Mom.”


“My fucking mom’s calling again,” said Heidi, “I have to go.”


Heidi hung up and looked at her phone, silently ringing. She couldn’t bear to answer. Heidi sent Madeline straight to voicemail.


A moment later, Heidi’s phone pinged. It was a text message from her mother:




Archana Bhagat’s mom says she got her Harvard letter. Anything in the [image: ]?





Heidi snarled and felt a strong impulse to fling her phone across the room as hard as she could. But no, that wasn’t the kind of thing she did. Instead, she gently placed her phone, face down, on the coffee table.


Immediately, there was another ping. Heidi turned the phone over to see yet another text message. This one was from Luca:




yo you get in yet boo?





“Leave me the fuck alone!” screamed Heidi as she smashed her phone against the corner of the coffee table.


She instantly regretted it. The screen was now spiderwebbed with a big psychedelic rainbow-colored crack.


“Fuck,” said Heidi.


She knew Luca would be pissed if she didn’t text him back. He hated being left on read. But she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Instead, she hid the phone in the cushions of the couch and started to cry again.


She heard a muffled buzz from her phone, a push notification from the Lunar Cycle Countdown app, a half second before the smooth voice of the house’s automated security system spoke: “Lunar Cycle lockdown will commence in one minute. For your safety, please step away from all doors and windows.”


Heidi watched the hot doctors making dramatic faces on the muted TV as the suite of preprogrammed security features began to activate.


A metal roll-down gate descended from its housing above the front door. Titanium bars slid down to cover every window. At exactly 8:07 PM, Heidi’s home, like every other home in the neighborhood, became an impregnable fortress.


Except, unnoticed by Heidi, a rubber shim had been inserted into the track of the roll-down gate over the house’s back door. The security gate silently slowed to a stop, about halfway down.
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Heidi’s eyes popped open. She turned to look at her bedroom clock. 2:31 AM.


The house was quiet. Except … it wasn’t. Heidi heard something. Movement. From down the hall. She reached for her phone.


Fuck. No phone. Heidi felt sick when she remembered it was stuffed in the couch cushions downstairs. She lay in bed, staring up at the shadows on the ceiling. Listening. Maybe … maybe she’d imagined the sound?


No. She heard it again. Someone was in her house.


Heidi felt a surge of panic. She tried to push the feeling down. She couldn’t lose her head. She had to get out of the house before the intruder found her.


Quietly, Heidi rolled out of bed. She crouched on her bedroom rug for a moment and tried to control her breathing. Her hands were shaking and she couldn’t get them to stop.


Heidi silently opened her bedroom door and watched and listened. A moment later, she saw the indirect beam of a flashlight at the end of the hallway. Someone was in her mom’s room. She heard the sound of a drawer being dumped out and its contents being picked through.


Maybe, while they were occupied, she could escape.


As quickly as she dared, Heidi crept down the carpeted hall to the stairs. Trying not to make a sound, she carefully lifted herself over the nineteenth and the fourth steps, both known to creak. As she got to the ground floor, she heard a male voice swear upstairs. Apparently, he hadn’t found what he was looking for. She hoped he wouldn’t give up yet, that he would keep looking.


Her plan was to get out the back door and run to the Washburns’ next door. Keeping as low as she could, Heidi started to inch across the living room on all fours. As she moved through the darkened room, her hand touched something that shouldn’t be there—hard leather. It was a boot.


Heidi looked up. She saw the faint silhouette of a man standing in her living room. Two people had broken into her house. In the slanting moonlight, a revolver glinted in his hand.


“Not so fast, bitch,” he whispered.


The man grabbed Heidi by the hair and dragged her back up the stairs to the master bedroom, where his accomplice was tossing out the contents of her mother’s armoire.


In the eerie, indirect glow of the flashlight, Heidi could see the other burglar was roughly her age. He wore a ski mask pulled up onto the top of his head like a knit cap. She had the strange sense she recognized him from somewhere.


“Can’t find the silver,” he said without looking up.


“We got a bigger problem,” said the man with the gun.


The one with the flashlight turned. As he finally noticed Heidi, he did a double take and quickly yanked his ski mask down over his face.


“What the fuck?” he said.


The man with the gun, who also wore his ski mask up on his head, shoved Heidi to the floor.


“Scream and you die,” he said, pointing his gun at her face.


“Please don’t hurt me,” Heidi managed to whimper.


“Stop that,” snapped the burglar with the flashlight at his partner. “And pull your mask down, for God’s sake.”


The one with the gun fumblingly pulled his ski mask down over his face and then had to adjust it because the eyeholes were in the wrong place.


Meanwhile, Flashlight crouched beside Heidi and spoke in a calm voice. “Forget him. He’s an idiot. We’re not here to hurt anybody, okay? You’re gonna be fine.”


“I didn’t see anything,” said Heidi, deliberately looking at the floor now. “I didn’t see your faces.”


It was the wrong thing to say.


“Goddamn it,” cried the one with the gun. “She can ID us!”


“One moment, please,” Flashlight said to Heidi.


Then he and his partner with the gun stepped aside to confer. Heidi had a sickening feeling that this conversation, these next few moments, would decide her fate. They were trying to whisper, but she could hear every word.


Flashlight took a deep breath. “Let me repeat: What the fuck?”


“Look, the house was supposed to be empty,” protested Gun. “I follow the mom on Instagram. The whole family’s in Hawaii right now!”


“Well, obviously not the whole family,” said Flashlight through gritted teeth.


“I don’t know! I guess they Home Alone’d this bitch,” said Gun. “I can’t account for every contingency!”


Flashlight rubbed his forehead. “I knew this job was fucked,” he said almost to himself. “I knew I should’ve stayed home and—”


“We’ve got to kill her!”


Heidi winced.


“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” said Flashlight. “Turn a burglary charge into first-degree murder? I know you’re new at this, man, but it’s not a fucking video game.”


Gun was panicking. “She saw our faces! We have no choice!”


“It’s dark. She won’t remember us,” said Flashlight. “We cut our losses and leave.”


Gun went quiet. He almost seemed persuaded. Then, despite commanding Heidi not to scream, he bellowed at the top of his lungs: “Where’s the fucking silver!” as he pointed his gun at Heidi’s face again.


Heidi closed her eyes tight. “Downstairs in the safe.”


She led them down to the living room. Behind the fake Chagall that hung over the mantel (the real one was in secure storage in Utah) was a wall safe. Heidi punched in the digital code—the date her mother passed the bar—and the safe door swung open.


“See?” said Flashlight. “All’s well that ends well.” It sounded like he was trying to reassure his jittery partner as much as Heidi.


Just then, there was a crash from the back of the house.


“Fuck!” cried Gun. “It’s the cops!”


He grabbed Heidi and pressed his revolver to her temple. Then he roughly frog-marched her into the kitchen.


“Don’t shoot!” he yelled. “I have a hosta—”


The thing that was now standing in the opening of the back door wasn’t a cop.


It looked wrong. Its shape, its proportions, even its movements didn’t match what the brain expected to see. And no matter how much footage you’d seen on TV, that never changed. It was ropy and fleshy, covered in patchy tufts of coarse fur (or hair). Its eyes gleamed in the darkness, but they weren’t the eyes of an animal. The lips were pulled back to reveal a mouth full of sharklike teeth, a snarl that was also a smile. It was an amalgam that shouldn’t exist. And yet the fundamental awkwardness of its form belied an ungodly speed—the speed that all killers possess.


In half a second the creature had closed the distance from the back door to the kitchen. As it charged, the burglar barely had time to point his gun away from Heidi and toward the beast.


BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!


As he unloaded all six shots of his .38 special into the thing, Heidi wriggled out of his grasp.


Whether any of the six bullets hit, the creature was unfazed. With a huge swipe of its claws, it ripped open the burglar’s stomach and the soft, wet mass of his intestines spilled out onto the kitchen floor. He was dead before he hit the tiles.


Heidi ran for her life. But the werewolf had turned its attention to the other thief. It pounced on him.


Behind her, Heidi heard the sounds of a savage mauling as she raced through her darkened house. In the dining room, her foot caught on a corner of the rug and she fell hard onto the floor.


An instant later, she felt the weight of the beast land on her back, smashing the air out of her lungs and cracking her ribs.


The werewolf violently flipped her over. She smelled the stench of its breath, now tinged with the sharp iron of blood. It was going to tear her throat out.


“Fuck you!” bellowed Flashlight as he came barreling out of the kitchen and shoulder-checked the werewolf, shifting its weight off Heidi.


But the beast was far stronger. With a snarl it spun and flung him across the room. He landed in a heap on the other side of the dining room table.


This bought Heidi a second to act. She squirmed away and made for the living room. She groped into the safe and came out with a fork—part of a forty-six-piece set of Grande Baroque flatware that had been a wedding gift to her great-grandmother. The family silver.


She could feel the werewolf bearing down on her. Heidi screamed and spun, stabbing wildly with the fork. By luck or by miracle, she stabbed it into the soft flesh of the thing’s neck.


The beast let out a squeal of pure agony. In an instant, it had fled out the open back door and into the darkness beyond.
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Every muscle in Heidi’s body was trembling from the adrenaline coursing through her. Miraculously, she was alive. She wanted to cry, but somehow her body wouldn’t comply.


She realized the antique fork was still clutched in her fist. I should really wash this fork, Heidi thought before realizing how absurd that was. Instead, she wiped it on the back of the couch and shoved it in her pocket.


Just then, Heidi heard a moan. Flashlight was lying in a heap of broken furniture in the corner of the dining room. Apparently, he was still alive too. For a moment, Heidi didn’t know what to say. The man had broken into her house with the intention of robbing her family. But—but he’d also just saved her life.


“Are you … okay?” she asked.


“My legs,” he said from the floor. “Fucking thing got my legs.”


Heidi inched close enough to see that, indeed, his legs were covered in bloody wounds where it had savaged him with its fangs and claws.


She gasped. A thousand public service announcements and CDC press conferences about how the virus spreads were suddenly echoing in her mind.


“Okay,” said Heidi, “let me just … I think we have bandages in the medicine cabinet. Hang on.”


Instead, Heidi ran to the living room. She dug into the couch cushions and fished out her phone. Despite the big spiderweb crack, it still worked. Discreetly, she started to punch in a number that had been relentlessly drilled into her subconscious for the last five years. She didn’t even know she knew it by heart: 1-800-555-4949.


“Who are you calling?”


Heidi turned to see the burglar. Somehow, despite the wounds on his legs, he was on his feet. He leaned heavily on the wall, but he looked deadly serious.


“That thing—when it attacked you, it broke the skin,” said Heidi. “Saliva is how lupinovirus spreads.”


“I know that.”


Heidi took a step back. “So I’m calling the VCTF hotline so—so we can get you some help.”


“Put the phone down.” He took a lurching step toward her.


“What?”


“Heidi, put the phone down, now!” He stumbled forward and almost fell, catching himself on the back of the couch.


Heidi backed away farther. “No.”


“Look,” he said, as he pointed at Heidi’s arm.


Heidi did. Somehow, she hadn’t noticed it, but the werewolf’s fangs had left a bloody bite mark on her biceps.


The burglar pulled his ski mask off to show his face again. He looked scared but his voice was calm. “I’m infected,” he said. “You are too.”


Heidi’s mind began to race. Infected? Intellectually, she knew there was a pandemic. Of course she knew there was a pandemic—it was on the news every single day. It was all some people could talk or even think about. But getting infected was … it was the kind of thing that happened to others. She’d never even known a single person who’d contracted Rabies lupinovirus. People at her school didn’t get infected. People in this neighborhood didn’t get infected.


“If anybody is exposed,” said Heidi, “what you’re supposed to do is—you’re supposed to call the hotline.”


The burglar took a deep breath. “Seems like you need a reality check, so let me lay it out for you: Once you have the virus, the Dogcatchers—the VCTF—they don’t give a shit. You may think because you’re rich, and you live in this house, it’ll make a difference. It won’t.”


“You’re supposed to call the hotline,” said Heidi, doubling down.


“If you call that number, I promise you, we’ll either get a silver bullet to the head, or we’ll get quarantined for the rest of our lives.”


“How do you know?” asked Heidi.


“I just know,” said the burglar.


“Quarantine is just until they find a cure,” said Heidi.


“How long’s it been?” he asked. “Almost five years now? Quarantine is prison.”


“There are state-of-the-art facilities—”


“Yes, maybe your prison will have nicer wallpaper than mine. Vegan options on the menu or whatever. But it will still be prison. They’re not going let you leave. You’ll never come home. You won’t be allowed close to anyone you love—not your mommy, or your daddy, or your little boyfriend—ever again. So why don’t you just put down the phone, and—and we can discuss the situation.”


He was pleading now, almost desperate.


Heidi was not one to question authority. The first eighteen years of her life had instilled in her a deep, reflexive faith in the status quo. The world made sense. Follow the rules and you will be rewarded. Putting down the phone, not calling the Viral Containment Task Force and immediately reporting a confirmed—no, two confirmed lupinovirus exposures—went against every fiber of her being. But …


Heidi wasn’t stupid either. What he was saying made sense. Her mind flashed to the #WolfKill videos she sometimes saw the boys at school watching. These were compilations of smartphone footage set to music that showed VCTF officers slaughtering werewolves in particularly “cool” ways. She’d never seen a single video where they were peacefully taken alive …


“Okay,” said Heidi at last. She lowered her phone.


The burglar breathed a sigh of relief.


Just then, they heard a voice blare through a loudspeaker outside on the street: “Warning: Lycanthropic activity has been reported in the area. Officers of the Viral Containment Task Force will be conducting a residence-by-residence sweep. Any resistance will be taken as evidence of infection.”


The burglar took a quick peek through the curtain. “Damn it. Too late.”


Heidi looked too. Outside the house, three VCTF BearCats were parked in the middle of the street, flashers on.


She watched as dozens of VCTF officers exited these vehicles. They had more than truncheons this time. They carried flamethrowers and automatic weapons loaded with silver bullets. In groups of two or three, these officers began to fan out through the neighborhood.


“Any second the Dogcatchers are going to be banging on your front door,” said the burglar. “We’ve got to go. Out the back. Now.”


Heidi didn’t know what to say. “I … I don’t even know your name.”


“I’m trying to save your life!” he hissed.


It was a moment of truth for Heidi. How could she decide in a split second to leave the life she knew behind and follow some criminal who’d tried to rob her house? She looked at the bite on her arm, already surrounded by a bright pink rash. She was infected now, and she had a dawning realization that none of the rules she’d tried to live by applied anymore.


“Okay,” Heidi said at last.


And both of them ran out the back door and into the darkness beyond.
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Officer Erik Balikian—call sign “Caveman”—quietly swept through the dark suburban neighborhood, Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun in hand. His eyes were peeled for any sign of a 10–91W. He was a rookie, just a year out of high school, in fact. This was only his second LCC (Lunar Cycle Curfew) and right now his heart was beating so fast it felt like it might smash its way out of his rib cage and flop out onto the pavement.


Last month he didn’t get to do shit. He got stuck guarding some mall in Wedgwood. Nothing happened. And, as any real Dogcatcher would tell you, the twenty-seven days between LCCs don’t even count.


Tonight felt different. There was something in the air. Deep down, Erik knew he was finally going to see some action. He’d get to do what he signed up for. Serve the community. Kick some ass.


Every so often, Erik stole a glance at his partner for this sweep. Corporal Jason Mottola—call sign “Reaper”—was only ten years older than Erik but he was already a legend. The necklace of fangs around his neck told you everything you needed to know: more confirmed kills than anyone else on the force. That’s how you get a call sign like “Reaper.” (By contrast, Erik had been christened “Caveman” by his academy classmates on account of his thick unibrow. Erik had since shaved it but he was leaning in to the nickname. Cavemen were strong as shit, right?)


If Erik could do half of what Reaper had done by age thirty, he’d be proud of his time on the VCTF. He really, really did not want to embarrass himself in front of this man.


As Reaper walked, he didn’t seem nervous or excited. He seemed loose, almost bored. The big Angel of Death patch on his right shoulder gleamed in the amber glow of the streetlights.


“Look,” said Reaper. He nodded at the ground. There was a spatter of something dark on the sidewalk.


Erik crouched and ran a gloved finger through the liquid. He smelled it. Definitely blood. And it was fresh.


“Fucker went that way,” said Reaper, indicating some broken branches through an azalea bush. “Better call it in.”


Erik spoke into his portable radio. “This is Caveman. We got blood and what appear to be tracks headed southeast into a wooded area between”—he checked the nearby street signs—“Elmwood and King. Over.”


The dispatcher’s voice crackled over the radio: “10–4, Caveman. You and Reaper hold position and wait for backup. Over.”


“Copy that,” said Erik. “Over and out.”


Click. He ended the transmission. Reaper shook his head.


“Hold position while it gets away,” said Reaper. “Like these fuckers can’t run forty miles an hour. Unbelievable.”


So Erik wouldn’t see any action tonight after all. Reaper checked his phone as he lit up a Marlboro.


“Nah,” said Erik. “Fuck that. I want to drop this thing.”


Reaper paused. Then he cocked his head, perhaps reappraising the nameless rookie he’d been randomly paired with tonight. “Atta boy, Rook.”


Reaper carefully stubbed out the cigarette and slid it behind his ear for later, then the two of them pushed through the bushes and into the woods.


Away from the streetlights, Erik and Reaper flipped down their night vision goggles. The trunks of the trees were now a luminous green. Their leaves glowed like eyes. As the pair trudged forward, Reaper silently pointed to a spot up ahead where the ground sunk down into a wash.


As they approached, they could see a trickle of water flowing into a five-foot storm drain tunnel. They quietly stalked down into the wash and took up positions on either side of the tunnel mouth.


Reaper took a quick peek inside. He gave Erik a nod. The meaning was clear: Yep, the thing’s in there.


“Party time, Caveman,” whispered Reaper. He patted Erik on the helmet and disappeared into the woods toward the other end of the tunnel.


Erik Balikian stood alone beside the pitch-black mouth of the tunnel. His adrenaline was pumping. His pulse was probably somewhere north of 120. He felt like he might be hyperventilating. Carefully, so as not to drop them in the muck at his feet, he put in his Bluetooth headphones. Then he cranked his music—the speed metal he always listened to while working out—way, way up.


This was it. This was what he’d signed up for. He was terrified. He was a stone-cold killer. He was a goddamn Dogcatcher.


Erik turned on his bodycam and kissed the silver cross on the chain around his neck. Then he pulled the pin and hurled a flashbang into the tunnel. An instant later, a deafening boom echoed off the cylindrical walls of the tunnel. A wisp of pale smoke billowed out of the mouth.


“Cry ‘Havoc’ motherfucker!” screamed Erik at the top of his lungs. “And let slip the dogs of war!”


Then he flipped down his night vision goggles and charged into the storm drain.


Almost instantly, Erik realized his mistake. Thanks to the smoky haze of the flashbang, he couldn’t see anything, even with the goggles.


But Erik pressed forward anyway, sloshing through the ankle-deep water. As he advanced, he started to fire indiscriminate bursts from his MP5.


RATTA-TAT … RATTA-TAT …


The amplified echo of the shots was so loud he thought he might blow out his eardrums. He started coughing from the smoke of the flashbang.


RATTA—


Erik’s MP5 jammed.


“Fuck,” he said to no one.


Erik tried to clear the jam but he couldn’t see. He flipped up the night vision goggles. It was too dark. His hands were shaking. His nerves were too jangled.


“Goddamn it. Fuck. Fuck …”


Erik took a step back. Every fiber of his being was flooded with primordial terror. It was the fear of the cave bear, and the fear of the mountain lion; the fear that connected ten thousand generations of humanity to this moment.


The decision was made by his autonomic nervous system. Erik turned to run. He made it two steps when a massive beast leaped out of the swirling smoke and smashed into his back like a freight train.


As he hit the ground, Erik had the curious sensation of watching himself. He saw bear-trap jaws snap around the Kevlar armor on his arm. With a flick of the beast’s head, there was a muffled pop. It had dislocated his shoulder. A half second later, Erik heard himself scream.
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