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      Within the past two weeks, the weather has gotten so much colder. It makes me miss the Louisiana heat and humidity a bit. Not enough to move back but enough to wonder how I’ll get through this winter, which has only begun.

      My mood matches the weather, gloomy and gray. As much as I’ve tried to get over Serena’s death, it’s not happening. More times than I can count, I relive those moments when I wrapped her leg in that anchor and watched her fall into the depths of the lake. In the end, she was a horrible person. It’s just so hard to even think of the creature on that boat as Serena. It was as if something purely evil possessed her body that night. While the right thing was to make sure she didn’t imprison Samuel for eternity and kill any more people, I can’t believe I killed her.

      Daisy pops her head up, and I pet her golden fur. “I’ll get over it, eventually.” She cocks her head and gives me the biggest smile. I don’t even have the energy to give her one back.

      My phone buzzes, and I pick it up to read.

      I’LL SEE YOU TOMORROW!!!

      I smile, for the first time in a long time, as I read Callie’s text. She and Benny are coming to my little island, and it couldn’t come at a better time.

      I need my best friend.

      I pull Daisy’s head into my chest for a big hug. “I can’t wait to see them.”

      Daisy’s glistening eyes agree with me.

      One benefit of all the craziness surrounding Serena is that her studio is closed until further notice, so I don’t have to work while Callie and Benny are here. A tiny pain surges through my heart at the shuttered business.

      I killed a woman, and my dreams, all in one night.

      Another text comes through before I have the chance to answer Callie’s. My stomach tightens at Samuel’s name.

      Ruben has something for us. New-moon-related.

      I groan and quickly type a reply to Callie about how excited I am that they’re coming to visit, and then I rush to throw some clothes on. Admittedly, I’ve been almost completely MIA regarding the private investigation stuff these past couple of weeks. Samuel’s understood, but he needs me back at his side. Or, it’s his way of checking to see if I’m okay.

      I make it to my bathroom sink and meet my tired eyes in the mirror. Tears instantly blur my face, and my chest tightens. I killed one of my best friends. The mentor I idolized.

      I am not okay.

      I hold myself up over the sink as sobs rack my body. I’ve pushed everyone away since Serena died. Sometimes I desperately want someone here with me, but then in the next second, I want to be alone.

      I sniffle and take a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down. I have to pull myself together. Samuel needs me. He just lost his girlfriend, and we have work to do. I try not to think about how he’ll take the news that Callie and Benny are coming to the island. I imagine it will make him uncomfortable. After all, he imprisoned them on the Death Circus Island, and Callie killed him. I’m sure none of them want to see each other again.

      Not sure how I’ll break their visit to him yet.

      Fully clothed, teeth brushed, and hair acceptable, I head out to greet the day. Since it’s already eleven a.m., I do not stop by the coffee shop. I wonder if Laurel has noticed my absence. I would assume so since she notices everything.

      I lean against my building and shoot Samuel a response to come get me. The cold air fills my lungs, and I must admit it feels good to be out of my condo. I haven’t made it out in the last two weeks. I’ve spent the time in my pj’s with the lights off, eating ramen…if I had the energy to get out of bed.

      A red Porsche pulls up alongside me, and Samuel opens my door.

      “I’d ask you how you’re doing, but I already know the answer.” He doesn’t move. Just watches me with large, concerned eyes as I buckle my seatbelt.

      I sigh. “Yeah. I would ask you how you’re doing, but I’d guess you’re doing about as well as I am.”

      “Yeah.”

      We hold each other’s gaze for what feels like forever. It feels good to be with someone who understands. My heart aches for him. Over the past five months, I’ve realized Samuel is a completely different man than the one I grew up with, and this Samuel deserves to be happy. The fact that the first person he opened his heart to turned out to be one of the creatures he’s hunting must be devastating.

      We remain in our silent, sorrow-filled cocoon until a car parks in front of us and shakes me out of my thoughts.

      “Ruben actually called, hey?”

      Samuel blinks a few times and clears his throat. “Yeah, not entirely sure what that means for us, but at least we’ll get an early look at the situation.” Samuel puts his blinker on, and we head into traffic.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The bank.”

      My eyebrows rise. “The bank is the site of our new moon attack?” If this has to do with our line of work, it just seems like a strange scene for a midnight murder.

      Samuel shrugs. “Something happened at the bank. Ruben said he’d tell us when we get there.”

      “Strange.”

      Samuel nods a silent agreement.

      I notice my phone sitting in my lap, which reminds me of Callie and Benny coming to visit tomorrow. I need to tell him, and there’s, really, no good time to do it. I glance sideways at Samuel as I rub my hands over my pants. We stop in front of the bank, which is surrounded by yellow tape.

      I grab the door handle and contemplate whether to bring up my visitors. Samuel has been through just as much crap lately as I have, but there’s no changing the fact that Benny and Callie will be here soon. I have to tell him.

      I’m going to rip the bandage off.

      “Callie and Benny will be here tomorrow.” I get out of the car and close the door. Without looking back, I slide under the yellow tape and enter the bank.

      Once I’m finally surrounded by cops and Chief Ward, I chance a look at Samuel. He hasn’t moved. Just sits in his car, looking straight ahead. Expressionless.

      I can’t imagine the emotions he’s holding inside.
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      Chief Ward approaches me, notebook in hand. “Where’s Samuel?”

      “He’s coming.” I bite my lip and then quickly stop. Seconds later, Samuel enters the bank, looking fully composed in his trench coat and hat.

      “Ah, there he is. Samuel.” Ward greets him with a nod.

      Samuel returns the same gesture. “Ruben.”

      The chief gestures for us to follow him. “It’s a pretty open and shut case, but I wanted another set of eyes. It appears someone might have done us a favor by catching the guy who keeps stealing things on this island.”

      I recall the many calls Ward received in our presence about shops and banks being robbed. Maybe the chief is right, and they caught the correct guy. But nothing is as it seems on this island.

      I’m a bit fascinated with the bank’s small but grand entrance, numerous desks with busy employees, and a large, welcoming counter in the front. I’ve never been in a bank before. I keep the cash Samuel gives me, and with all the money I’m building up, I should probably open a savings account or something.

      A tarp lies in front of the door to the vault, and Ward gestures to the body with his pen.

      “Take a look.” As Samuel does, Ward keeps talking. “It appears our deceased was robbing the bank, and someone shot him in the head and took off. There are security cameras, so we’ll pull the footage and see who our killer might be.”

      I kneel next to Samuel and confirm the cause of death. The clean shot to the head with what appears to be a smaller bullet is one of the least gruesome deaths I’ve seen in this line of work. Coins are scattered around the body, and he holds a bag of money in his hand. “Do you think he had an accomplice that turned on him?”

      Chief Ward shrugs. “Most likely. I think it highly unlikely a passerby just ran in here with a gun and shot the guy robbing the bank.” Ward lets out a laugh that makes me chuckle. Mostly because some vigilante passing by is one of the least crazy explanations he’s suggested since I’ve known him. After he composes himself, he finishes, “The video will show us for certain.”

      I study Ward’s face, trying to see if he knows more than we do. Despite him killing the reaper, we still don’t know how much he knows, and I have this constant thought he’s not fully telling us the truth.

      “Question?” Ward raises his eyebrows.

      I shake my head. “No. Just trying to play out the situation in my head.”

      “Like I said, we’ll take a look at the surveillance tapes later today or tomorrow.”

      Samuel stands. “Can we take a look at that, too?”

      “We’ll see, depends what’s on it.”

      Samuel and the chief talk, and I tour the bank. Someone broke through the front door and got into the vault. I pause and run my hand along a marble pillar. If the killer was a creature, why go after someone robbing a bank?

      Perhaps the theory Chief Ward laughed at isn’t too far off. Maybe we’ve found a creature who wants to use its powers for good. A vigilante sort of thing. That would be the kind of twist we could use right now. What I don’t quite understand is why Ward would invite us to come look at this case. It seems pretty cut and dried to me. Not really second-opinion worthy.

      Samuel appears at my side. “Anything else? Or are we good to go?”

      “I’m good here. You?”

      He turns away without answering. I knew the news about Callie and Benny would upset him.

      “Well, thank you for including us, Ruben. We’d appreciate a call when you get a hold of that footage.” Samuel gives Ward a wave, which he returns before engaging in a conversation with one of the cops.

      The walk to the car is super awkward with not a word spoken between us. I have half a mind to tell Samuel I’ll just walk through the frigid cold back to my condo and hole up there until Callie and Benny arrive, but that’s just delaying the inevitable. I close my eyes and brace myself, then open the door and plop down in my seat.

      Samuel moves his head slowly until I can feel the heat of his gaze on my cheek. He huffs. “That is how you thought best to tell me Callie and Benny were coming?” His tone is so soft that I’m not sure I heard him right. But I feel the temperature in the vehicle rising.  When I chance a look at him, I can practically see the flames shooting out of his ears.

      “I got nervous. I didn’t know the best way to tell you. It’s horrible timing, what with all that happened two weeks ago, but Callie and Benny had kind of decided on this a while ago, and it’s not like I could say no.” I wring my hands in my lap and give him a look, which I hope portrays how hard this is for me and how fully I understand how much this will suck for him.

      But I need him to realize how much I need this. I need my best friend.

      Samuel’s shoulders rise and fall as he takes a deep breath. “All you had to do was inform me they were coming in a mature, adult way. I’ve come to terms with my past. Maybe they can forgive me as you have.” Samuel stares off down the road. The guilt in his features makes me ache for him. “And if they don’t want to see me, I don’t blame them. I’ll work this case on my own while you spend time together.”

      He’s hurt. I can tell in the way he runs his hand over the steering wheel and won’t look me in the eye. I do feel horrible I didn’t tell him sooner. I never should have let it go this long.

      But there’s never a good time to reveal the kind of news I know will crush him.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I should have told you earlier, but it never seemed like the right time. We haven’t actually seen each other in the past couple weeks, and this felt like an in-person conversation.”

      Samuel finally looks at me. “I tried calling, but you never answered.”

      I open my mouth and then snap it shut. He’s right. Guilt consumes me as I realize how much he needed someone too, and I ignored him.

      “I’m sorry,” I say softer as I stare out the window. I try not to think of the next words before I say them or I’ll turn into a blubbering mess. “We lost a good friend, and selfishly, having Callie here is going to be really nice. But I don’t want to dance around something that has become such a big part of my life.”

      “And what exactly is that?”

      “You and I hunting down creatures. Callie knows about what we do—”

      Samuel inhales sharply.

      I hold in my eye-roll. “Come on, Samuel. Callie has seen things just as crazy as what we’re dealing with on this island. I’ve told her about the creatures we’ve fought just as much as I have about the yoga studio.” I shrug one shoulder. “It’s nice to have someone to talk about everything to. And I want to show her as much as I can about my life on the island while she’s here.” I wring my hands. “I want her to know all my friends, including you.” I take a deep breath and think about what I said. Samuel, a friend?

      Yes, that sounds completely right.

      Samuel chuckles softly. “If you would have opened with that, this entire conversation would have gone much better.”

      The side of my lip tugs. “I’ll work on my delivery.”

      We drive to my condo in silence. The fact that he doesn’t extend the offer to come to his house means he’s still grappling with the situation, but I don’t blame him. Plus, I have a date with Luca tonight, anyway. Hoping to mend that bridge too. I’ve answered all the texts he’s sent me in the last two weeks, but admittedly, our phone conversations have been lacking from my side.

      “See you soon. Let me know about the video footage.” I get out of his car, but he calls my name before I can shut the door.

      Samuel leans down so I can see him through the car window. “Don’t be afraid to advise me on how to interact with Callie and Benny. If you get the impression they don’t want to hear or see me, let me know, and I’ll stay away.” His eyes speak with such sincerity, and even though their visit won’t be easy, I have hope that we might mend bridges.

      I meet his gaze so he can see there is no doubt in what I’m about to say.

      “Just be yourself, Samuel. Trust me, that will work.”

      He swallows hard and breaks our stare. I shut the door and wave as he drives away.

      Never in a million years would I have thought I’d tell Samuel to be himself.
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