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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      I died a little. I wish I could say it was a blur, but it’s a blank. A mystery. I was an anxiety-ridden, overachieving, successful (and perhaps not entirely likable) professional—and human. I definitely started this story very human. But now I’m none of those things.

      This story is about the murder of that woman and catching the man who killed her. It’s also about how I became a vampire and also a little about how becoming a vampire was the best thing that could have happened to me.
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            The Night I Died a Little

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mallory, darling, you’re buying tonight, aren’t you?” Liz, with her sleek red hair, high cheekbones, and long legs made my skin itch with jealous annoyance.

      How could she even walk in those impossible heels?

      “Sure.” I knew she’d ditch her usual drink for a premium, but that was Liz.

      Actually, that was the entire work gang: Liz, Shelley, Martin, and Penelope. They invited me when they wanted free drinks, because I picked up the tab when I tagged along. At least, that was my suspicion. I made more money than the rest of them, and they knew it. That created tension.

      How was it my fault they couldn’t negotiate their salary better?

      I handed the bartender my debit card and pointed to the fearsome foursome to my right, indicating I’d be paying for their round.

      The guy was kind of cute in a tight-T-shirt, skinny-jeans, bearded-hipster way, but he didn’t make eye contact. He grabbed my card, swiped it to open my tab, and handed it back to me.

      Cute bartender guy didn’t even look up when I gave him my drink order: a white wine spritzer. I might not be five foot nine with killer cheekbones and a glamorous sense of style, but not all of his patrons could look like Liz.

      At least he was fast. My drink arrived—after Liz’s, Shelley’s, Martin’s, and Penelope’s—but still pretty quickly. I tried not to sigh. My suit was expensive and well-tailored, my makeup reasonably fresh, and I was having a good hair day. And—the most important factor—I was picking up the tab.

      So what was it that made people like the hipster bartender slip right over me as if I didn’t exist?

      Or like I smelled really bad? I discreetly sniffed. No. My supercharged twenty-four-hour antiperspirant was doing its job.

      He was just a jerk with a brain that worked significantly less than his biceps—or some other part of his anatomy.

      Liz turned to include me in the conversation, so I inched closer. It had to be work related.

      Penelope had a self-satisfied smirk on her face. “I was just saying, our new boss plans to fire two people from our division. I heard from a very reliable source. And you know how much they like to clean out inflated salaries whenever the opportunity arises.”

      My lips curved slightly. “Or those with the lowest performance evaluations.”

      Penelope’s nostrils flared. The spiteful heat of her stare bounced off me with no effect. Again, not my fault that she spent as much time on social media as she did doing client work.

      “Still, when looking at tightening up the budget, it makes sense that bloated salaries would be targeted.” Martin looked at me with a certain glee that made him appear, just for a moment, as vicious as he actually was.

      Martin was not someone I envisioned as having a mother. Hatched, maybe, but not born.

      A half-swallowed chuckle almost gagged me, but I managed to keep white wine spritzer from spurting out my nose—barely. The image of Martin emerging fully formed, more reptile than mammal, from the remains of an eggshell was impossible to erase. I tried not to snigger.

      He was such a loathsome being that I couldn’t help but cling to that image as my own private revenge. I would never forget the opportunities he’d stolen from me, the rumors he’d spread, the trouble he’d stirred up with clients. I’d overcome the obstacles he’d thrown in my path, time after time, but he’d made my life—my success at work—much more difficult.

      Martin glared, as if he could see the image I’d conjured. “Really, Mallory. No one will be surprised if they fire you. Your interpersonal skills are somewhat lacking—as I’m sure more than one supervisor has told you. You’re not popular with the clients.”

      Which wasn’t exactly true. I was quite good at my job. I may not always make the best first impression—helped along by a quietly whispered word or two by Martin—but when it came down to getting work done well, my clients knew I was reliable. And organized. Efficient, overachieving, hardworking… I was all of those things.

      Perhaps that explained why my coworkers never accepted me. Why I was always on the outside looking in. I was substantially better at my job, and that made me less likable. At least I was self-aware enough to realize it. Changing it? That was simply a step too far.

      I understood all of this, but why they additionally felt the need to blame me for their failings, that was a puzzle.

      How Penelope’s Facebook addiction, Liz’s penchant for sleeping with married coworkers, and Martin’s general sliminess—all factors that had impeded their careers—were any fault of mine, I would never understand.

      My eyes passed over Shelley. At least Shelley was okay. She’d never been blatantly spiteful like the others in my division, but she was hardly warm.

      I closed my eyes and imagined I was at home in my apartment. A restful space away from these people. It was exhausting being the person everyone blamed and no one liked.

      Why did I come to these happy hours? I didn’t need the hassle. Fitting in wasn’t worth it—especially when there was zero chance I’d ever actually be accepted. When I opened my eyes, a second wine spritzer was in front of me. I tried to catch the bartender’s gaze to thank him, but he’d already moved on to a blonde, beautiful customer.

      I drained my first drink and quickly started in on the second. As soon as I finished it, I was headed home. And I was done with these little after work gatherings for good.

      Thankfully, my apartment was within walking distance, so I could chug that spritzer with a clear conscience.
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      Why did my mouth feel like it had been stuffed with cotton balls? I tried to swallow and almost threw up in my mouth.

      Not good. Very not good. I held my breath and fought the urge to swallow again.

      I needed to be absolutely still. Moving made me want to ralph, and I would never make it to the bathroom.

      Even the thought of moving made my head pound with a vicious rhythm.

      My eyelid cracked of its own volition and the pain at the base of my skull and behind my eyes ratcheted up. I carefully shut my eyes and lay very, very still.

      Finally, after counting backward from a hundred, I started to feel myself drift away.
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      A desert surrounded me. A cool desert. A cool, dry desert.

      Slowly, I became aware of the feel of the sheets against my skin, the pillow under my head. And then the parched, cottony feel of my mouth.

      I almost groaned—almost—but then I remembered the gut-piercing, brain-pounding pain from earlier. The feeling that my head would explode into a billion tiny pieces. So I didn’t make a sound.

      Time passed. A little? A lot? I lay in my bed—still, in pain, and afraid—for I don’t know how long…but then I realized I was thirsty. Wandering-the-desert, no-water-for-days thirsty.

      I opened my mouth a little and experimented with moving my lips. The pulling sensation that forewarned of cracking skin stopped me.

      Water had never sounded so glorious. I could feel it slipping past my lips, moistening my mouth… And then I did groan, because there was no water.

      And my head exploded in pain, followed by a black nothingness.
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      Someone had superglued my eyelids shut. Somewhere in the back of my brain, I realized that was bad. Very bad. Kidnapping bad. No, home invasion bad, because I was still in my bed.

      But I wasn’t afraid. I experienced, in fact, a complete absence of fear. I was simply too tired to feel any strong emotion.

      I must have drifted off to sleep again, because when I woke up I vaguely remembered thoughts of superglue and kidnapping, but this time I realized how insane that was, mostly because I could open my eyes—just.

      It took some delicate prying, but I managed to eventually see the light of day. I’d had allergy attacks that left my eyes crunchy—I lived in allergy central, a.k.a. Austin, Texas—but the crud in my eyes was something entirely different.

      Whatever the funky goo was, the effort of unsticking my eyelashes from it had wiped me out. I lay on my bed and tried to summon up sufficient energy to move, but it wasn’t happening.

      Lying there with my mind awake and my body incapacitated, I couldn’t help but dwell on my drier-than-dirt mouth. I tried to lick my lips, but it didn’t help.

      I needed a drink. Water. I almost shivered, I was so excited. The thought of water was finally enough to make me think about getting up.

      At least the gnarly headache that I’d been sporting the last time I woke up was gone. But I had crystal-clear memories of that pain, and it was those memories that made me cautious. I slowly rolled onto my side. My muscles protested. The deep muscle aches made me wonder if I’d come down with the flu.

      Headache, nausea, aching muscles—I stopped inventorying my symptoms and lifted the back of my hand to my forehead and then my cheek. Dry and cool to the touch; no fever. A feverless flu? I also had the oddest feeling that I hadn’t moved since I’d fallen asleep. And I never slept on my back; I was a side sleeper.

      Flu or no flu, that water wasn’t getting any closer. In one quick motion, I rolled off my bed and onto my feet—and promptly collapsed in a heap on the floor.

      Abstract thoughts of superglued eyes and kidnapping hadn’t done it, but now I was worried. I needed a drink. How long had I been asleep? And I still didn’t feel like I needed to pee. I always had to pee as soon as I woke up. I had to be dangerously dehydrated.

      Where was my phone? I usually left it plugged in next to my bed, and it was hard to believe I’d slept through my alarm. Mustering up enough energy to crawl, I inched my way to the bedside table where my phone was plugged in. With what seemed a monumental effort, I grabbed the phone. I propped myself up against my bed and tapped the screen.

      Nuts. Fourteen missed calls, twenty texts…how…? It was late and I’d missed work, but fourteen missed calls. A nasty feeling washed over me. The wallpaper on my phone had a large digital clock that read nine fifty-three—but there was no date. I flicked the screen down. My eyes didn’t want to focus. Or my mind was playing tricks. Friday the twentieth. That simply wasn’t possible; I’d gone for happy hour drinks on Tuesday. I couldn’t have been in bed for three days. Someone would have checked on me…wouldn’t they?

      After dialing voicemail, I tapped the speaker button and then started to scroll through my texts. After five minutes it was clear: no one had thought to check on me. I’d been berated for not calling in, for missing appointments, and for failing to attend meetings. By my boss and my coworkers. By voicemail and text. I’d made a mistake, and they’d reveled in it.

      The effort of retrieving my phone had so depleted my strength that I couldn’t do more than lie on the floor. So I curled up and wallowed in self-pity.

      To be so alone that no one suspected I was unwell or injured after I’d been missing for three days? Miserable. Pathetic. A desolate existence. I realized as I cried that no tears fell.

      I hacked out dry sobs that burned my throat, because I’d never made it to the bathroom for that drink of water.
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      I was broken.

      Something was wrong with me, with my body, and I had two days to find out what it was. Two days, and even then I’d probably be begging to keep my job, if those texts and voicemails were any indication. I needed to sort out what was happening to me, and I also needed some kind of believable excuse explaining away my three days off the grid.

      Last night I’d eventually managed to make it to the bathroom, consume an unbelievable quantity of water, and fall asleep again. Here it was, ten a.m. on Saturday, and I still hadn’t peed. What person goes four days without peeing?

      After trawling the internet, I discovered people did go four days and even longer without urinating, but none of the scenarios I’d found seemed likely to apply to me. Thank you, Google.

      Going to the doctor seemed wise, imperative even…except for the part where I had to get out of bed, get dressed, and actually get there. I rolled over in bed. Then I rolled again and sat up. The soreness was gone. I was exhausted, yes, but the deep muscle aches had vanished.

      Tired I could manage. I’d pulled a few all-nighters in business school and knew some tricks. Group projects still left a nasty taste in my mouth. There was always one underachiever who didn’t do their part, and never in a predictable, manageable way. Experience taught me that I could push through exhaustion with determination (which I had in spades), caffeine (which waited in the kitchen), and a shower (which sounded delightful).

      After I’d put the kettle on to boil and ground some fresh beans, I sat down with my laptop at the kitchen table. I drafted a quick note to my boss that I’d come down with a terrible flu, hadn’t left my bed in days, and would be back to work on Monday. I groveled as best I could, reread it to make sure I sounded sincerely apologetic without tumbling into desperation, and then clicked send.

      It all sounded reasonable enough but for one small detail: my boss had actually met me. Anyone that had spent more than a few minutes with me would know that I’d call in in between puking bouts. The only thing that could keep me from calling in was a coma. Or death. The piercing whistle of the kettle distracted me from pursuing that morbid thought.

      Five minutes later, I marched into my bathroom with my French-pressed coffee in hand, ready to tick off the next item on my list. A shower should be a nice pick-me-up. Although, oddly enough,I didn’t feel like I’d spent the last four days sick in bed. And I hadn’t noticed any weird odors.

      If you didn’t shower for four days, you smelled. A simple fact of life every woman past puberty understands. But what would I tell my doctor? I’m fresh as a daisy even when I don’t shower—isn’t that weird? I shook my head and turned to flip the water on.

      Hot coffee splashed my thighs as my mug fell from nerveless fingers, and the sound of shattering ceramic echoed in my ears as if from a great distance.

      The gaunt-faced image across from me jumped, and I yelped in surprise.

      Her mouth moved as if yelping in surprise.

      I took a cautious step away from her…and she did the same in reverse.

      “Oh, no. Nononono.” I lifted my hand to my shockingly thin face. “No.”

      My knees ceased supporting my weight, and I sank down to perch on the lip of the tub. And for the first time since I’d gained consciousness the previous evening, I looked closely at my hands. Long, elegant fingers. Too thin to be my fingers. I inspected my right hand and found no age spot just below the knuckle of my index finger. No blemishes at all. The fine lines that had become invisible to me over the last few years were marked now by their absence.

      My forearms had become a series of interconnected freckles more years ago than I could remember. Since my mid-twenties, maybe? A light, even tan now covered my forearms.

      I dropped my head into my hands, but that was a mistake. My own flesh felt alien. My face had once had a pleasant roundness to it that I’d become accustomed to. The new sharpness of my chin and the definition of my cheekbones felt foreign under my fingertips.

      Inhale, two, three. Exhale, two, three. Inhale, two, three. Exhale, two, three.

      That therapist had been good for something after all, because when I opened my eyes I had a plan. I stood up and stripped off all of my clothes. I was taking a shower, because that had been the plan before I’d found some alien person’s body had replaced my own.

      I tried not to think too much as I scrubbed myself down in the shower. I was about to wash my hair when I realized that it was clean. I usually had to shampoo daily. “Not thinking, Mallory. Just showering.” And I rinsed my hair really well without shampooing it. On a whim, I went ahead and conditioned it so I’d have the perfumed illusion of having washed my hair.

      When I stepped out of the shower and wrapped myself in a towel, I found the hem, as always, just above my knee, but my towel wrapped much further around than it should. Without pausing to acknowledge the gaunt, dark-headed woman in the mirror, I left the bathroom for my walk-in closet.

      Smacking the light switch on gave me an odd sense of satisfaction. Maybe if I slammed a door, I’d feel even better. I steeled myself, then let the towel drop. Turning to the full-length mirror, I tried to examine the woman standing there dispassionately. The eyes were mine. So much larger in my now too-thin face, but the shape, color, and the thick lashes were all me. A glimmer of hope pushed past the panic. I was still in there. The shape of my face had changed significantly, but the flare of my eyebrows was the same, as was the shape of my nose. As I tilted my head to the side, I realized it was really my jaw line that had changed the most.

      My gaze slipped lower to prominent collarbones and—

      “No way.” I could see my ribs, barely, but I could see them. And my D cups had diminished to a less voluptuous A or B. I wasn’t sure which, because I couldn’t remember having ever been an A or B. I had starved, literally, in four days. No one lost that much body mass that fast.

      That’s why I was so tired. And also why my brain had ceased to function properly. If I hadn’t eaten in four days, of course I was tired. And my blood sugar was low. I threw on some yoga pants and a T-shirt—nothing else would fit—and hopped on the scales in my bathroom. I’d lost twenty-five pounds. How was that possible?

      I stepped away from the scales and tried to decide if I was actually hungry. I wasn’t. What was happening to me? I didn’t even know what I would tell my doctor. He was a stuffy old guy who barely spoke ten words to me during any visit. He’d think I’d starved myself, but I would never. I liked food. And while I’d been a little overweight, I didn’t have a serious problem with the way I looked before. Sure, I envied more glamorous women—who didn’t? I squeezed my eyes shut. Looking so different, feeling so alien in my own body, I missed being a little overweight, because that was me.

      Food—that was my next step. I needed to eat something.

      En route to the kitchen, I contemplated my two biggest dilemmas: what story could I tell my coworkers to explain my rapid weight loss? And how could I convince my doctor I hadn’t developed an eating disorder?

      If I couldn’t sell my doc on the fact that I hadn’t suddenly stopped eating, then he wouldn’t bother to figure out what was wrong with me. And as I realized the truth of that conclusion, I also realized how insane it was that he was still my GP. Why was I still seeing that clown? It was past time to find a new doctor who might actually listen and perhaps believe me when I said I wasn’t starving myself.

      A knock on the front door startled me. Once I’d recovered from the shock of the unexpected noise, I detoured from the kitchen to the front door. I was even a little bit happy to have a temporary distraction from the craziness of my dilemma.

      But then I opened the door to a shocked neighbor, and it occurred to me (belatedly) that interacting with people who knew me as twenty-five pounds heavier might not be advisable.

      “Hi, Mrs. A. How have you been?”

      “My, but you certainly look different, don’t you, Mallory? Have you been ill? Not that you look, uh… You look just fine.” She pursed her lips together.

      I scrambled to think of an excuse, any excuse, for my appearance. “Diet pills from Mexico…” I shrugged, leaving the rest to her imagination.

      “I see.” She frowned, clearly disapproving of such newfangled methods. She’d told me not long after I moved in that she enjoyed a brisk walk twice daily and ate salad for dinner every night. From the context of the conversation, it had been a not-so-subtle hint that I should consider doing the same. Mrs. A’s face cleared, and she leaned forward. “Well, it’s just that I’ve been knocking and knocking. I didn’t want to use my key, just in case…in case you might have company.” She whispered the last word like it was a secret she was hiding from nosy neighbors. Except she was the only nosy neighbor on this side of the fourth floor.

      I stood up straighter and bit my lip in an effort not to laugh. If I let hysteria take hold, it might not let go.

      Mrs. A was embarrassed that her thirty-nine-year-old neighbor might have had male company overnight. The absurdity of it was too much. I’d been dying—literally wasting away in my apartment—and the only neighbor with a key was too embarrassed by my (wholly imagined) sexual marathon to use her key.

      Biting back a laugh that was sure to be wildly misinterpreted, I said, “No, I haven’t had any company. Just a little flu bug. Thank you for checking on me.”

      She gave me a sweet, grandmotherly smile, but she had a wicked glint in her eye—like she knew the real story. “I see. Well, if I’d known you were sick, I’d have brought over some homemade chicken soup for you.”

      Mrs. A had a vivid imagination, and she did love to spy on the neighbors, but envisioning an orgy in my apartment was a level beyond anything I would have previously expected of her. She needed to get out more. I smiled and tried to look thankful—even though I’d tried her chicken soup. “That’s so kind of you, but I’m on the mend now.”

      I took a step back deeper into my apartment, hoping she’d get the hint.

      Mrs. A was no one’s fool. “You let me know if you change your mind about that soup. Bye for now.” She gave me a jaunty wave and headed back to her apartment just across the hall.

      As I closed the door, I gauged my level of hunger. All that talk of chicken soup should have sparked a little twinge of hunger—but no.

      Time to try a little food and see if that perked up my appetite. Sometimes all it took was that first bite, and then, poof, my stomach was jumpstarted. Not that I’d gone quite this long without a meal, but in my school days, I’d definitely skipped a few.

      As I wandered into the kitchen, I considered my current mental state after four days with no food. How I wasn’t lightheaded and seeing stars, I had no clue.

      Nothing in the pantry looked particularly appealing. The refrigerator had been practically empty before I’d fallen ill, so I wasn’t holding out much hope there. Orange juice looked good—probably because my mouth still had a cottony, dry feeling. I drank straight from the carton as I perused the rest of the contents. Sandwich meat that had been opened longer than seven days, bread for toast, a questionable tomato, and more condiments than any three people needed.

      Eventually I settled on peanut butter toast. Easy, filling, and about all my bare cupboards were going to yield.

      It wasn’t until I loaded my toaster oven that the oddness of drinking straight from the carton hit me. Normally, I found that disgusting: backwash in the carton, the juice sitting in the fridge, and the bacteria from my mouth growing and overpopulating the previously pristine orange juice… I blinked. My scalp wasn’t crawling. I had no urge to immediately chuck the OJ into the trash or brush my teeth. Bizarre.

      Not that I was OCD. I was just particular. And I didn’t like bacteria and germs. Or bugs. Or sick people. My hand was moving toward the carton of OJ for another sip when the timer on the toaster oven dinged.

      Apparently I was thirsty enough not to care about bacteria, because that OJ sounded really good. I shrugged and chugged the rest of the juice.

      The peanut butter melted as I spread it on the warm toast, and the nutty aroma filled the room. My mouth watered. I took a bite, and as the gooey peanut butter hit my tongue, I experienced my first pangs of hunger.

      I savored the warmth of the peanut butter and the crunch of the crust. It was heavenly.

      A strange sensation was the first indication that all was not well. Nothing I could pinpoint, just a notion that something wasn’t quite right. If only that feeling had persisted for more than a few seconds, I might have realized what it meant. The contents of my stomach were spread on the floor before I could even think about making it to the bathroom.

      Tiptoeing around the mess, I made a dash for the sink. I rinsed my mouth as best I could, but when the acrid taste in my mouth was finally gone, I didn’t know what to do. Was it the orange juice? The bread? The peanut butter?

      I had managed to keep down the water I’d drunk so far, but that was all I knew for sure.

      As I rinsed my mouth a second time, I realized I still had no good story for my doctor and a nasty mess to clean up. Trawling the Internet for a new doctor just moved up my to-do list. I had to sort myself out, and preferably before Monday. My job was my life—so technically, my life was on the line.

      And then there was the question of how much longer I could go without food.

      Maybe there was more to my life than my job. Was my actual physical well-being in jeopardy? But that couldn’t be. I didn’t feel that bad.

      I threw a mountain of towels on the floor so that there was no way I’d be contaminated by orange juice/peanut butter puke, and then chucked them all in the wash. Germs and bacteria may be less freaky today, but puke was still disgusting.

      As soon as all traces of mess had been erased, I realized my short bout of activity had drained whatever energy reserves I had. I filled a pitcher with water and grabbed a cup to set on my bedside table, and then I followed the very inviting call of my bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            New Doctor, Not Witchdoctor

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyelids popped open. I did a quick check for eyelid gunk, but my eyes were surprisingly clear of superglue funk. A buzzing energy filled me, not unlike a massive caffeine high. Not traditionally a morning person, that was more than a little surprising.

      All of that energy was accompanied by a massive thirst that reminded me of the pitcher I’d filled earlier. I turned to my bedside table, planning to drain the pitcher—but it was already empty. Odd. I didn’t remember waking up, and certainly didn’t remember drinking an entire pitcher of water.

      I made my way to the kitchen in search of liquids. I even considered braving some milk. But sanity returned when I remembered my earlier puke-fest. Water for now.

      After drinking three tall glasses, I filled a fourth glass and sat down at my computer. I needed to go to the doctor, preferably right now, while I still had the energy to get dressed and leave the house. Who knew how long that would last? And I needed a new doctor. My guy wasn’t going to cut it. He didn’t have weekend hours—and he just wasn’t going to work.

      Three rejections later, I’d exhausted the only options that fit my needs. Finding anyone with weekend hours, who was accepting new patients, and took my insurance, was apparently an impossible task. I lifted my glass to my lips but found I’d drained yet another glass of water. I stared at the empty glass. That was not normal.

      I tried to check my frustration, but I was on the clock. Who knew when my little energy boost would fade away, and I’d end up passed out in bed again for several hours?

      With renewed determination, I scratched insurance off my list of requirements and kept searching. Five minutes later, I’d found a doctor who shared a clinic with several alternative medicine practitioners. Not sure how I felt about that, but she had weekend hours and the website declared, “New patients welcome.” I wasn’t holding my breath. Two other traditional doctors had said the same—but that didn’t include new patients to be seen this weekend.

      Also, I wasn’t entirely sure what alternative medicine meant in the context of this practice. The two doctors on staff were both MDs, but it looked like the practice offered some other therapies. Maybe that meant they’d be open-minded about my weird symptoms? Or at least not assume I was starving myself intentionally. The thought was enough for me to dial the number.

      “Doctor’s office. How may I help you?” The chirpy voice on the line sounded helpful enough.

      “I’m in urgent need of an appointment this weekend. Do you have any available?”

      “Are you already a patient with us?”

      I swallowed a groan and managed to filter out my annoyance—I hoped. “No, but I really do need to see someone quickly.”

      “Well…” The young woman on the phone at least pretended that she wanted to help. So far, that was much better than the other calls.

      I tried for a little pity. “My symptoms have been rather alarming, and I don’t think an ER visit is going to be any help.”

      A loud sigh puffed across the line. “Tell me what your symptoms are, and—no promises—maybe we can fit you in on Monday or Tuesday.”

      That was the best offer I’d had so far.

      “Rapid weight loss, persistent and unquenchable thirst, aching muscles—though that’s gone now—and long periods of sleep. Oh—and I can’t seem to keep food down.” I reviewed my mental checklist of symptoms. “I think that’s it.”

      “All right. I’ll check in with the doctor, but she’s quite busy today. We may not be back in touch until Monday. And if at any time you feel like there’s an emergency, you should seek help from an urgent care facility or the emergency room.”

      “Yes, I understand that.” I mentally shrugged as I gave her my contact details. Losing twenty-five pounds in days was likely an emergency—but I was mobile and staying hydrated. And I really, really didn’t want to go to the ER. What would the ER do for me besides send me a massive bill? I was walking and talking and had no pain.

      I was scrolling through alternative choices online, holding on to the ridiculous hope someone would see me before Monday, when my phone rang.

      As I tapped accept, I realized it was the number for the alternative medicine clinic. “Hello?”

      “This is Dr. Dobrescu. Is this Mallory Andrews?”

      It hadn’t even been five minutes, so the doctor obviously hadn’t been that busy.

      “Yes, that’s me. Do you think you might get me in?”

      “When did your symptoms start?” Brisk and businesslike, Dr. Dobrescu wasn’t messing about.

      “Maybe Tuesday? As I told your receptionist, I’ve been sleeping quite a bit, so I can’t say exactly.”

      “Are you missing any time?”

      “I’m not sure what—” I suddenly realized I had no idea how I got home from the bar. Two white wine spritzers wouldn’t have that effect. “Ah, maybe.”

      Silence followed.

      I checked to see that I hadn’t accidentally ended the call, but it was still live on my end. “Dr. Dobrescu?”

      “As soon as you can, come in.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “We’ll fit you in. When can we expect you?”

      The clinic had gone from “maybe Monday or Tuesday” to “come in now” in the space of minutes, and I hadn’t even mentioned exactly how much weight I’d lost. I didn’t think my symptoms were that specific, at least not according to Google. But given my situation, especially the part where I needed to show up at work on Monday to keep my job, I could hardly be choosy. “I can be there in forty-five minutes.”

      “We’ll be ready for you.”

      I ended the call and then found myself staring at the phone. We’ll be ready for you. The call had been just a little bit off. Or my imagination was running wild. Probably the latter given my less-than-stellar reasoning skills on an empty stomach.

      Rooting around in my closet finally produced an old tennis skirt that almost fit and an only slightly oversized T-shirt. I skipped my usual shower, because I was on a tight timeline. I felt like a narcoleptic time bomb.

      As I zipped along in my flashy red Audi TT, two things bothered me. I’d never thought my car was flashy before today, and I was less comfortable driving a new sports car than I was with the sad state of my attire. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in public looking quite so rumpled. But the normal anxiety—that “what would people think” feeling that I normally suffered—simply wasn’t there. It was liberating.

      The office wasn’t at all what I expected; it looked like any other doctor’s office. The only thing different from my regular, cranky-old-man doctor’s office was the speed with which the staff ushered me into an exam room. I typically waited fifteen to thirty minutes at a minimum. And it wasn’t as if the practice had no patients waiting. The receptionist hadn’t exaggerated. I’d parked across the street because the office’s lot had been full.

      I sat down on the edge of the examining table and watched in surprise as the nurse or assistant—I wasn’t sure which, because she hadn’t bothered to introduce herself—disappeared out the door. She’d gone without taking a history or commenting on when the doctor would be able to see me. She hadn’t even said goodbye. Looking back, the only direct interaction I’d had with the staff was to confirm my name.

      “Curiouser and curiouser.” I flipped through the contacts in my phone, trying to find someone—anyone—that I could send a quick text with my location and a heads-up to check on me in an hour or so.

      I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud until a woman’s voice startled me with a reply. “Do you frequently feel like Alice?”

      My eyes met the intent gaze of a dark-haired woman who carried a clipboard. Her delicate features and even skin tones made her age hard to determine, but I guessed anywhere between thirty and fifty. “Ah. No, actually. Just the last few days.” I squinted to read her nametag: Dr. Dobrescu. “Don’t you guys usually have your nurses take a history before you see patients?”

      “There’s some concern that you’re contagious. If you don’t mind, I’d like to eliminate that as a possibility before we proceed.”

      She still had that intent look, so I couldn’t help wonder if there was a serious problem lurking. I’d stopped worrying quite so much, because—twenty-five pounds of rapid weight loss aside—I was feeling pretty good. My energy buzz hadn’t faded yet. “How do you do that?”

      “It’s an in-house test. I just need to draw a little blood.”

      When I shrugged, she set her clipboard down and gloved up—twice.

      “Don’t you have a phlebotomist or a nurse or something for this stuff?”

      “We’re a small office.” She approached with a metal tray.

      Blatantly untrue, but I didn’t think commenting would get me any answers. I watched her wrap a band around my upper arm and then swab a spot with alcohol, but after that I couldn’t do it. Something about blood and needles always freaked me out—especially if it was a needle in my arm and my blood. I stared at a point on the wall, careful that I couldn’t even catch what she was doing in my peripheral vision.

      “You’ll feel a small pinch now.”

      I choked on a laugh. Where did doctors learn that stuff? “Ow.”

      “Did that hurt?” She sounded genuinely surprised.

      Really? She just shoved a needle in my arm, and she was surprised? What kind of doctor was this lady? Glancing in her direction and then quickly away when I caught sight of the tube filling with blood, I replied, “Well, it was more than a pinch.”

      “You said your symptoms began Tuesday?”

      “I think so.”

      “You can look now. I’m done.”

      “Also, I should mention that I’ve lost a lot of weight. I think maybe twenty-five pounds in the last few days. I can’t be exactly sure because I hadn’t weighed myself in a while, but close to that.”

      Dr. Dobrescu continued to avoid looking me directly in the eyes. And she didn’t seem surprised.

      “Are you guys in touch with the CDC or something?”

      Finally, I’d caught her attention. Dobrescu’s head popped up from her clipboard. “What do you mean?”

      She looked a little panicky.

      “I just mean that you say I’m contagious, and my visit hasn’t exactly been typical so far. You seem to know something about what’s going on. Is there some kind of bug going around that you’re on the lookout for?”

      With a firm shake of her head, she said, “This will only take a moment.” Finally, the woman gave me a close, intent look. Like she was peering into my soul. “Stay here.”

      Eyes wide, I replied as solemnly as I could, “I will.”

      Where the heck did she think I was going?

      She wasn’t gone that long, but when she came back she’d brought reinforcements. As in, a really large man who looked like he meant business. Tall, burly, and with a shaved head, I couldn’t help thinking of the Mr. Clean commercials. Except Mr. Clean had a friendly, welcoming, I-want-to-clean-your-home vibe that this guy was lacking.

      “Ah, is there some issue?” I scooted around on the end of the exam table, trying to decide whether to hop off—and thereby trigger some reaction from the big guy—or to stay seated and wait for Dobrescu to sic her extra-large nurse on me. “You guys never even took a history or anything. Don’t you want to know about my parents’ health, whether I’m taking any medications, that type of thing?”

      I didn’t remember being this chatty when I was nervous…but maybe the chatter would distract them, and I wouldn’t get tackled.

      “We just need to make sure that you’re safe before you leave.” Dr. Dobrescu looked down at her clipboard. “How long ago did you first fall ill?”

      The big guy blocked the door. And now that I looked past the shaved head, I noticed he wasn’t wearing clogs—unlike the rest of the staff—and he wasn’t wearing nurse scrubs. Hm. Not a nurse.

      “Last Tuesday I was fine. I told you that before. So—what?—that was six days ago. You’re a little bit freaking me out right now.” And, of course, a little meant a lot. I glanced at the big guy.

      She shared a look with the man then made a note. “Have you felt any violent urges?”

      “Noooo.”

      Dr. Dobrescu looked up at me like she didn’t buy it.

      “You’re making me very uncomfortable, and I’m considering my exit strategies. I’m all about the flight and not the fight.”

      Dr. Dobrescu scribbled furiously.

      “Ah—you don’t mean violence to myself, do you?”

      The doctor’s head bobbed up. “Have you been feeling a desire to self-harm? Or any suicidal thoughts?”

      The woman looked much too excited about the prospect. I was starting to feel like a lab experiment.

      “Not even a little. Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      She reached into her lab coat and pulled something out. She thrust it at me, and I grabbed it without thinking.

      In my right hand, I held a tube filled with dark red…blood? “Ack!”

      The vial fell from my fingers. It bounced off the edge of the exam table and then shattered on the floor. Bits of glass scattered, and blood seeped around the shards. “Nuts.” I turned to the doctor with a nasty look. “Why would you do that? Couldn’t you tell how much having my blood drawn freaked me out?”

      The doctor had retreated to stand next to Mr. Clean near the door as I’d spoken.

      Before I could worry much about the frantic scribbling and hushed whispers, my stomach rebelled. It started with a gentle roiling sensation when the odor of the blood first hit me. But then the smell filled my nose, overpowering the doctor’s perfume and the disinfectant odor in the room. Every other scent faded under the stench of blood.

      And I puked.

      Once my stomach had voided the small amount of liquid it held—I’d chugged bottled water on the drive over—I dry-heaved for a while.

      With nose pinched and hand covering my mouth, I pointed at the blood without looking at it. “Hey, could you get rid of it? Please?” I swallowed, trying not to heave again.

      I hadn’t realized that during all of my heaving the big guy had left. But thankfully he returned now with a mop bucket that exuded a strong chemical odor and began mopping up the mess. He didn’t look very happy about it.

      “Why would you do that?” I asked the doctor with my hand still over my nose and mouth.

      I swallowed and tried not to gag again. The odor was muted but it was still there. I leaned to my left, trying to see past Mr. Clean as he wielded the mop.

      “The blood?” she asked. “It’s part of the test.”

      I gave her an exasperated look. “You didn’t get how squeamish I am when you drew my blood? You really needed to test that?”

      Although that wasn’t entirely true. Usually it was my own blood that made me cringe. And, weirdly, I knew the blood in that vial hadn’t been mine. I didn’t linger on how exactly I knew that.

      She looked as annoyed with me as I felt, and she practically snapped, “Vampires aren’t afraid of blood.”

      I considered whether I’d heard her correctly, decided I hadn’t, and then decided I had. And that was it. I doubled over, and I laughed till I cried.

      I laughed so hard that my side started to cramp up—and I kept laughing.

      Several minutes later, my hand firmly clutching my aching side, I looked up to find Dr. Dobrescu standing alone near the door. Again, the big guy had managed to leave without me noticing—and this time with a huge yellow janitor’s bucket on wheels. He was a sneaky one.

      “You’re a vampire.” She spoke in a no-nonsense tone, as if by making the statement sound factual, it was somehow less ridiculous.

      “No. I’m not a vampire. You’re certifiable.”

      She clutched her clipboard close to her body, like a shield. Against me. The vampire. “You are a vampire.”

      “I’m not. And I’m not going to play that game. Vampires aren’t real. And clearly you’re not a real doctor. Did you even go to medical school?”

      Dr. Dobrescu named a prestigious medical school on the West Coast.

      “Oh.” I looked around the very normal office, with its normal exam table and normal posters. There were even those little canisters with cotton balls in them. “Well, maybe you’re a doctor, but that doesn’t mean you’re not crazy.”

      She sighed. “How did you lose twenty-five pounds in a handful of days?”

      “Starvation and a crazy-fast metabolism.” Obviously. Never mind that the same question had been burbling around in my head since I woke from my comatose state.

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “What? That could happen.” That so could not happen. “When’s Mr. Clean coming back? Because I will not go quietly if you try to commit me. Or—” I made a stabbing motion. “You know, stake me.”

      Dr. Dobrescu’s eyes grew large in her face. I thought I’d finally managed to shock her. Because me being a vampire hadn’t done it. A vampire. Come on.

      “Anton has determined that you’re not currently a safety risk.”

      “I’m not a safety risk? What about you? With your blood vials and your weird bedside manner, not to mention your delusions.”

      Dr. Dobrescu stepped further into the room, gave me a speculative look, then came to some conclusion—because her attitude changed. She looked less businesslike. A little droopy, even. She sat down on the little rolling chair that all exam rooms seem to come equipped with and rolled closer to the table.

      She assumed a solemn expression. “I am very sorry to have to tell you this, but you’re no longer human. A virus has invaded your body, resulting in certain…changes.”

      Virus—that was a word I could grab hold of. Chew on a little. A scary word—but not a crazy one. The rest… My brain did a little la-la-la to the rest of what she was saying. “So what’s the prognosis?”

      I skipped over the fact that I was asking for medical information from a woman who had clearly lost her marbles.

      “Unknown. The disease will most likely progress quite rapidly, but the end result is uncertain. It’s my understanding that vampires require blood to complete the transformation.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say transformation?” I narrowed my eyes. “And what do you mean ‘uncertain’?” I looked around the room. I was in a doctor’s office and a doctor was telling me I might croak from a disease that didn’t exist. Couldn’t exist. Because when a doctor says the prognosis is uncertain—that has to include the big “D.” Dead.

      Then I remembered: crazy lady talking. I swallowed a groan. Transformation meant transformation into an undead vampire. “Are we talking about me ceasing to breathe, turning into a bat, and being afraid of garlic and crosses?”

      Now she was looking at me like I was the crazy one.

      I gritted my teeth and tried again. “When you say transformation, do you mean I will join the ranks of the undead?”

      Good grief. If ever there was a phrase I never would have thought would pass my lips, that one scored in the top ten.

      “Possibly. But there’s also the very real possibility of regular dead. Not undead dead, just dead dead.” Then she winced. “Your life in any form might end.”

      “Because I’m not into sucking blood? You have got to be kidding me. And, by the way, I feel fine. How do you know this virus will do anything to me?”

      Mumbo jumbo doctor stuff followed, but the best I could understand, my body was supposedly going through some sort of transformation—the improved appearance of my skin, as well as other as yet undiscovered “perks”—and that this transformation was supposed to be fueled in part by the consumption of large quantities of blood.

      “Hold on. I’m not”—my gag reflex kicked in, and I swallowed—“drinking blood. That is beyond disgusting.”

      “That’s just it—if you can’t consume blood, you’ll starve. I suspect that had something to do with your rapid weight loss.”

      “Can’t you just inject me? Give me a transfusion?”

      “I don’t think so. Humans can’t digest blood, and vamps have to digest it to obtain—whatever they need from it. I’m a human doctor, and not an expert on vampirism. I’m only aware of the condition because of an incident with a client a few weeks ago. Anton was assigned to handle the resulting situation.” Dr. Dobrescu crossed her arms.

      And for only the second time since I’d stepped into the office, I noticed her. Not her lab coat or clipboard, but her. Fair-skinned with dark hair and light eyes. She didn’t look like a crazy person.

      “So, I’ll suck it up and drink some blood.” I choked back the hysterical giggle on the tip of my tongue. Who knew I’d get all punny when confronted with my own mortality?

      “I don’t think it’s going to be that simple, but I hope it is. I hope I’m wrong. Again, I’m no expert—I only know what I’ve been told recently—and how to test for the virus.”

      “And who to contact if there’s a safety risk.” That phrase had an ominous ring to it. Then it hit me that I was inches from being designated one. “What would Anton have done if I had been a safety risk?”

      The doc looked uncomfortable. Great—that couldn’t be good.

      “Well, is there at least a how-to manual? Do I get a mentor? A consultant? Anything?” I scrubbed my face with both hands, then peeked between them to look at the doctor. Her green eyes looked kindly back. “I’ve drunk the Kool-Aid.”

      She reached into her lab coat pocket and pulled out a business card. “Anton is a member of the Society. They’re your best resource for information on the virus and what to expect. Until I have more time…I just don’t know very much. And since I’m not one of you, the Society isn’t making what information they have available to me.” Once I’d taken the card, she tilted her head. “Ah, he did say if you feel a murderous rage coming on, call the number on the back.”

      I accepted the card. “A murderous rage?”

      Looking down, I found that she’d handed me a thick cream card, reminiscent of the old-style calling cards. It read simply: Anton. And underneath was a local number. I flipped it over to find a hastily scrawled number following the letters ER. Emergency room? Emergency? Ernest Riddle? Elijah Rockford? Some other random guy’s name with the initials ER?

      With a sinking feeling, I realized I’d bought in completely. The freakish smell of the blood, my reaction to it, my bizarre symptoms…it all meant something. And I was different. On some fundamental level, I had changed. Like a knot inside me had loosened.

      “They don’t expect me to last past a few days, do they?” I asked.

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      But I did. Because if this was all real, if I really was on the cusp of vampirism, then I had to be a huge security risk. I could blab to anyone. Or could I? Because who would believe me? I scrubbed my face again.

      “Any last words of advice, doc?”

      “Since it seems you can hold down water, that’s a good place to start. And I guess experiment with what you can tolerate.” She rolled her chair away and stood up. “And call the number. I truly hope they can help you.”

      As we walked down the hall together, she stopped suddenly. “I can’t believe that I almost forgot. Your condition has to be kept secret. There are consequences for sharing the information broadly. Or with your family. Or your friends. It’s best to just keep it to yourself.”

      “Yep—I figured that.”

      Dr. Dobrescu was about to walk me out the door of her clinic without taking any payment—or answering the tens of questions I suddenly realized I hadn’t asked. The most pressing one popped out as we approached the exit. “How did I catch this virus?”

      She raised her eyebrows, surprised by the question. “You were bitten.”

      Dr. Dobrescu pushed me out the door then shut it firmly, me on one side and her on the other.
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      The clouds gathered and the sky darkened. Like my mood. As I reached my car, the first fat drops were falling. The droplets beaded up nicely on my freshly waxed car.

      I really didn’t like my car.

      The low-slung seat had always been difficult to get into, and, if anything, I was more agile now, but it annoyed me. Might be time to get a different car.

      I drove home thinking about the doctor’s visit. Why hadn’t Anton given me the news if he was a part of the Society and the expert about vampires? Was he a vampire? Was the Society going to be the new “in” crowd? Another place I’d never fit in? And did I really care if I was just going to keel over in a matter of days?

      “Nuts.” I smacked my hand against the steering wheel. That was why Anton hadn’t gone to any trouble with me. Because my sad, little broken self wasn’t worth the effort to save. “Why not let the little weirdo who can’t drink blood croak? If she happens to survive on her own, we’ll have a chat with her. The nasty, slimy little toad.”

      A chill creeped across my skin. What if I told someone? What if I leaked the big secret and someone actually believed me? I’d bet dollars to dimes Anton would show up and do something then.

      If my alternating peevishness and terror were any indication, I’d fully embraced this alternate reality—this really crummy alternate reality in which I might die.

      I was beyond confused. I didn’t feel horribly ill. I felt fine. Thirsty—but otherwise great. I glanced around the car—but I’d wiped out my bottled water stash already.

      I was pretty wrapped up in my personal drama—dying was not an everyday occurrence for me—and I was really thirsty, so it was no shock that I missed a turn on my way home. The clinic was in south Austin, and I was a downtown girl. I didn’t know the area at all, and my GPS had decided it needed to fritz as I was cruising through the unexplored wilds of south Austin.

      I ended up meandering through a small neighborhood as my GPS flashed “rerouted” and provided no alternate route.

      “Well look at you, you little darling.” I pulled my snazzy red sports car to the curb and pulled out my phone. In the drive was some kind of Jeep—rugged and fun—with a for sale sign in the window. I dialed the number.

      And twenty minutes later, I was the new owner of a Jeep Grand Cherokee. I hadn’t known what a Cherokee was until today, but heck—if I only had a few days to live, I might as well drive a car I liked. I called the Audi dealer and made arrangements to have my other car picked up at the house of Mr. Saldana, the nice gentleman who sold me the Jeep. An exceptionally nice man—and trusting; he took a personal check.

      Mr. Saldana, or Michael, as he insisted I call him, spent a few minutes reviewing the basic features of the car and then I was off in my nifty little boxy almost-truck. It was perfect.

      My GPS finally cooperated, and I resumed the trek home. Not five minutes into the drive, my phone rang. I checked it, hoping and worrying it might be work. Maybe they had an unsolvable problem and needed me.

      But no. It was my mother.

      “Hi, Mother.”

      “Darling, how are you?” But in her typical style, she didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ve called to ask you to accompany me to a luncheon. Since your father’s death—” She paused for dramatic effect. It certainly wasn’t grief. The man had died five years previous as they were in the midst of a nasty divorce. “Well, you know how much I dislike attending these functions on my own.”

      “Does Francesca have other plans?” My mother’s go-to tennis and bridge buddy, Francesca enjoyed the outings, which was why Mom usually asked her first. I was her last-ditch choice.

      “Dear, Francesca and I aren’t spending as much time together these days.” Mom sniffed. “She’s dating a very young man. I do not approve.”

      “Hm. Mother, can I call you back when I get home? I just picked up a new car and I should probably be paying closer attention.”

      “Oh, but your lease on the Audi isn’t up yet, is it? Did you have an accident? Are you all right? Why didn’t you call?” This time she did wait for a response after her barrage of questions. Because as annoying as my mother could be, the woman did love me.

      “I’m fine.” No need to expound upon the vampire thing. If I was dying, I wasn’t spending my last few days in a mental institution. Or being hunted down by Mr. Clean. A tiny spark of an idea was forming in my head as to how I might spend those days. “The Audi doesn’t suit me any longer. I bought a Jeep. A preowned Jeep.”

      And I waited for it.

      Silence followed.

      I could practically feel the shock. The surprise. I bit my lip to keep from giggling.

      “But it’s been used. By someone else.”

      “That is what preowned means, Mother.” I watched the dust motes dance in the sunlight. “I’m sure the previous owner thoroughly cleaned it before they put it up for sale.”

      Best not to mention the minor hail damage or the colorful Kinky Friedman bumper sticker.

      “Are you sure you’re all right? You don’t sound like yourself. And it’s just so hard to imagine you in a…a used car.”

      “I’m good. I feel lighter. Like I’ve shed a burden.” And I didn’t mean that twenty-five pounds. “I’m freer.”

      “Honey, you’re not high, are you? I know there’s a lot pressure at work and lots of the kids do it—”

      “Mother, stop. I’m thirty-nine. I’m not influenced by what the kids are doing.”

      “You know what I mean—so you’re not taking drugs?”

      Mom sounded so concerned that I almost offered to go to that luncheon with her—but then I realized I couldn’t see her. We’d had lunch just a few weeks ago. She’d never believe how much weight I’d lost. Fake tanner would be an easy enough explanation for my newly even skin. Mom had recommended it often enough—but there was no easy fix for my weight loss. “No, definitely not taking drugs.”

      “Oh, I know—it’s a man, isn’t it? You’ve finally met someone!”

      “No. Have to run. New car, driving…” No need for her to know I was in light traffic and having no difficulties with the new dashboard controls. “Bye now.”

      “All right. Let’s talk soon, though.” Mom sounded a little forlorn, but she did finally hang up.

      The rest of my drive home was uneventful, except for three rather startling realizations that occurred almost one after the other.

      I was moving to the ’burbs. The little detour I’d taken through the south Austin neighborhood where I’d found my new car had appealed even more than my new ride. I’d worked hard my whole life, didn’t spend extravagantly, and had saved. I could afford the move, and my condo didn’t feel like much of a home. I wasn’t excited about moving, but living somewhere like the tiny neighborhood where I’d found my new car? That appealed to me.

      Which led to my next realization. I used to love my apartment. The sparseness of it let me keep a clear head. I’d been able to breathe in that apartment. But now it felt bare—barren, even.

      I used to love my Audi, but clearly that ship had sailed. And my clothes. I was wearing a T-shirt I usually slept in. And that conversation with my mother...

      I was the same person as I’d been a week ago—but somehow different. It was like a whole heap of insecurities and fears had fled. I wasn’t worried about going broke. I could spend a little money. Granted, retirement seemed a little pointless with a death sentence hanging over my head. And the untidiness of a house in the suburbs with all of its accompanying mess—the lawn care, the home maintenance—seemed appealing. I’d have my own tiny patch of grassy yard. And maybe roses. I’d like some roses. The idea of dirt and bugs didn’t make my scalp crawl—so yeah, roses would be great.

      But the last realization was the most important.

      My life had changed. I didn’t like the things I used to love. I had different wants and definitely different needs. I felt freer, less afraid.

      So much less afraid of life and its consequences that I’d made a pivotal decision: I was hunting down the rat who’d bitten me and screwed with my life.

      Or, rather, the vampire who bit me.

      Whatever he was, whoever he was, I was hunting him down.
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      I was hunting down the vile vampire rat who’d bitten me…just as soon as I could get out of bed. I’d made it home in my spiffy new car, and then my energy level had promptly crashed.

      Maybe I should have tried to eat? Or maybe I should have drunk another gallon of water? Or orange juice?

      When I woke, the sun was up—so I’d slept at least twelve hours. Given my past experiences, it was likely longer. I didn’t sleep-drink this time, because I forgot to fill the pitcher next to my bed before collapsing.

      As I lay in bed, my regrets piled up. I felt horrendous, and getting out of bed seemed impossible. The achiness was back. The coma-like sleep, back. The raging thirst, back. I’d escaped the crusty goo that had accumulated in my eyes before, so that was a small bonus.

      That was my last thought before I drifted off a second time, too weak to make a bathroom or kitchen run for emergency hydration.
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      My stomach felt empty, but I rolled over and slept, too tired to consider eating.

      It nagged and made my sleep restless.

      It hurt and made me toss and turn.

      Then it burned, angry and demanding.

      I woke to piercing, gut-churning pain.

      My lips cracked when I opened my mouth to moan. Curled in on myself and clutching my stomach, I couldn’t see how this could get worse.

      No one was coming to
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