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      “You’re still alive!” I bolt to standing. Mason is a vampire. Why are Samuel and Brent so calm? Even though it’s not a new or full moon, it doesn’t mean he won’t still try to kill someone.

      “What are you doing here?” Mason shouldn’t be in Samuel’s house. He should be dead. “Get out!”

      “Hey!” Brent grabs my arm and pulls me back. “That’s my son you’re talking to.”

      “He tried to turn you into a vampire last night. He killed your ex-wife, his mother!” My fists clench at my sides, and a phantom pain runs up and down my arms as I remember what it was like to die from a vampire bite.

      “He’s still my son.” Brent’s features soften. He looks past me to his boy.

      A large hand gently touches my shoulder and takes me away from Brent. Samuel turns me around to face Mason, who looks like a terrified statue. Samuel’s voice is soothing, his breath warm on the back of my neck.

      “I know it’s hard with all you’ve been through, Juliette, but Mason is a victim. Brent and Audrey tried to deal with his situation and managed to keep him from hurting anyone for a few months, but then the urge grew, and from what Mason explains, it sounds like he got stronger. He managed to break out of his basement and knew exactly where Audrey was that night.”

      “How?” The word falls out of my mouth. His mom was in town, and he somehow tracked her down, bypassing other potential victims, and specifically targeted her. All of this sounds so eerily similar to the circus island. Where Samuel, and then Lorena, got to choose who was killed by influencing us.

      Samuel rubs my arm and sighs. “I don’t know, but we need to find out. I also have a theory.” His warmth disappears as he stands next to Mason, who has yet to move or speak and still looks so small and scared. “What if we can teach them to get past those urges to kill? What if we can make them…” He pauses, thinking for the right words. “Humane creatures.”

      My eyes narrow slightly at Mason, and guilt consumes me. He didn’t ask for this. He’s not luring vulnerable women into his bed and cheating on them. He’s not holding a woman’s heart in his hand and crushing it with the kiss of death.

      He’s just a boy who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      “Why not try to find a way to change him back to human?” I ask. The image of the innocent boy before me shifts to black eyes, fangs out and ready for blood. When Samuel answers, my mind erases the picture from last night, leaving only Mason standing before me.

      “We can try to figure out how to change them, but it’s a lot to take on. We’re already trying to figure out how to prevent deaths on the new and full moons.” He touches Mason’s shoulder. “We’re also trying to keep those in our custody safe and prevent them from hurting others. And also trying to hunt down those who want to kill.” Samuel runs a hand down his face and the back of his neck. Silence lies on us like a heavy blanket. Brent shifts but remains silent.

      I replay Samuel’s words in my mind, feeling the weight of them. Then it clicks. “Those in our custody? Is there more than just Mason?” My breath gets shallow as I wait for his answer.

      He grinds that strong jaw of his and nods slowly. “Follow me.”

      What. The. Hell.

      We wind through a few halls, and I glance over my shoulder to find Brent and Mason following us. Both appear confident with this maze through Samuel’s house.

      “I thought we were partners.” We take another left and then head down a set of stairs. “Why are you hiding things from me?”

      “Everything’s happened so fast, Juliette, and I didn’t want to overload you. I’m still trying to figure things out myself.” He flicks on the lights, and we’re in what looks like a typical man cave. Big screen TV on the wall with video games, a pool table, and a ping pong table. Plush leather furniture is placed in front of the big screen TV, and on the far wall is a long bar with stools under it.

      I follow Samuel to the bar. He rests his hat on the surface and pulls a hook on the wall toward him. A small portion of the wall swings open like a door to a long hallway with twenty or so rooms. Most have clear walls with nicely furnished rooms and beds. Some of the clear walls appear opaque, so I’m not able to see what’s inside.

      A few rooms down on the right is a girl I recognize. The teenage girl who attacked me the first night I arrived on the island. The zombie.

      I gasp. “You capture them and place them here?”

      He glances away, looking uncomfortable. He doesn’t have to answer. I know the truth.

      He has a basement of monsters.
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      “I don’t capture all of them. You were there when we killed James.” Samuel walks slowly down the hallway with his hands behind his back. “For almost two years now, I’ve been hunting monsters and getting nowhere, and I should be getting somewhere. If we stop a creature from turning a person before their death or capture, then that should end the cycle.

      “But either there are way more creatures on this island than I predicted, or the rules aren’t what I think they are.” He turns and faces me. “And I’m not sure of the answer.”

      There are about six or seven occupied rooms. Most of the people lean against the glass wall and watch us with questioning eyes. Brent stands in front of a room that holds an old woman sleeping on her couch. “What kind of creature is she?”

      “She’s a zombie too,” Samuel admits. “That’s how I figured out the perfume thing.”

      I study Brent for a beat and put together everything. How he didn’t seem lost on the way down here, how familiar this place seems to him. “You knew about this before I did. You’re not surprised this exists. Why?” I’m not proud of the heat in my voice.

      Brent touches one of the glass walls, sadness written on his features. “We locked Mason in here last night until he turned back into a human.”

      “Oh. That makes sense.” I feel kind of bad for snapping now.

      “Forgive her, Brent. It’s a lot for her to take in. We’ve been trying to keep the island safe together for two months and—”

      “You don’t have to speak for me, thank you,” I say. “And yes. I’m hurt, and I’m pissed. All along you had monsters under my feet while I was in your house and didn’t say anything.”

      “I didn’t know how to tell you,” Samuel states it so matter-of-factly.

      “How about starting with: You know the zombie I saved you from the first night you got here? She’s in my basement.” I turn on my heel to leave. I need to get out of here. My head pounds, probably because whatever drugs or voodoo Samuel gave me last night are wearing off, and I have a huge lump on my head from being thrown into a tree. I want my own bed so I can think through what is happening to me and this damn island.

      I make it up the stairs, but then I must take a wrong turn because I don’t remember the tapestry in this hallway, and when I make what I think is the correct left, I wind up in a closet.

      “Juliette, this way,” Samuel says from the corner of the hallway. I storm past him and follow his directions as he verbally leads me out.

      I have my hand on the doorknob when he speaks. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I didn’t know how, and I wanted us to keep working together.” He clears his throat. “And most importantly, I wanted to keep you safe.”

      I glare at him over my shoulder and open the door. My brain still cannot process kind and caring words coming from his handsome face. My head pounds even harder, and pressure builds behind my eyes. I’m about to lose it.

      “Call me your driver, please. I’m going to wait out here.”

      “I understand.”

      I give a goodbye nod to Brent but can’t manage to say anything to Mason, who has been following us around with wide, scared eyes.

      I hate Samuel for keeping these secrets from me. I hate Victor for messing with my head as both a man and a vile monster.

      And most of all, I hate myself. Because I can’t seem to get out of this cycle.

      What kind of person hates a ten-year-old boy?
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      “He has a basement of monsters?” Callie repeats so loudly I have to pull my cell away from my ear.

      “Yeah,” I say on the exhale. “He’s trying to…save them.”

      Callie speaks very slowly. “Samuel is trying to save them?”

      I half-laugh. “I feel like you’re repeating everything I say.”

      “That’s because my brain is trying to compute but just isn’t getting anywhere.”

      I flop onto my bed, and Daisy jumps next to me. “I totally get the feeling. My brain constantly pounds as it tries to figure all this crap out.”

      “How’s the rest of everything going?”

      “Like what?” I fidget with a loose string on my comforter, giving it a tug, and the edge starts to unravel. I guess that’s what you get when you buy cheap stuff.

      “Like everything else, Juliette. How’s school?”

      “It’s really great. Two weeks to go in the program, and then we find out who gets the internships. Actually, I think we find that out in the next week.”

      “Do you think you have a shot?”

      My teacher, Serena, has become such a good friend. She’s so amazing at her job, and although it feels wrong to think of myself as excelling at something, I know I am. I’m a natural at learning and teaching yoga.

      “I do have a shot. A good one, actually.”

      Callie squeals. “So cool. How long would that last?”

      “I think it’s at least six months.” To stay another six months would be great. I love this island and the people on it.

      “Yay! I’m totally visiting you then.”

      I snort. “That’s what you said about the eight-week schooling.”

      “I know, I know. But eight weeks goes by so fast, and you only picked the most northern state in our whole country.”

      “Wisconsin is not the most northern state!” I say with a laugh.

      “Well, it’s pretty darn close.” Callie laughs too. Her side goes quiet for a bit, and she comes back on the phone. “Sorry, Juliette, but I have to go. Benny and I are heading out with some friends tonight to see that band again.”

      A pang of jealousy and homesickness ripples through me, but I force my voice to stay light. “Oh, fun! Tell him I say hi. And next time we need to talk more about you. I feel like I take over our conversations about my life every time we talk.”

      “There’s not much to update on this side. The voodoo shop is going great. Benny is great. Your life is way more exciting than mine right now.”

      “For better or worse,” I say.

      “Hey, hang in there.” Callie’s tone gets more serious. “Remember, you are strong and tough and one of the smartest people in the whole world. You’re also my best friend, so call me whenever you need to. You’re kicking butt up there, so just keep following your heart because it’s a good one.”

      I smile as pressure builds behind my eyes. I won’t cry. I take a deep breath and exhale the shakes out. “Thanks, Callie. You guys have fun tonight.”

      “Thanks, girl. Talk soon!”

      The phone goes dead, and all I hear is the fall wind blowing past my bedroom and Daisy snoring softly. I could curl up and read a book and think in between chapters about how much I miss Callie and my nine siblings. That might keep the thoughts about zombies and vampires at bay.

      Or I could go out and have fun with my friends on the island. I shoot Katy and Dylan a quick text. Drinks? Then, I push off my bed and grab my makeup case to touch up my mascara and eye shadow.

      I’m going to hang out with my friends and talk about school and our futures and how cute the waiter is. Then later, I’ll think about my job, which happens to be helping an Obeah man save lives to make up for his past mistakes.

      I came to this island to dictate my own life for the first time. Independence has its ups and downs, but all in all…I’m doing a pretty darn good job.

      Or, at least, the best I can.
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