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      For a few seconds, nothing happens. I stare at the empty syringe in my hand and wonder why I don’t feel… anything.

      Shouldn’t a serum meant to erase my monster tendencies make me feel something?

      Brent, Mason, and Samuel are chattering away in the kitchen, completely oblivious to what I have done. I’m about to make a comment about how all of our worries about side effects were for nothing since literally nothing is happening.

      Did Brent even put anything in these syringes?

      A tingle starts in my arm where I injected the serum, and the sensation rides up and into my shoulder, then down through my torso all the way to my toes. It’s so light, like tiny tap dancers under my skin, that I feel the need to giggle.

      Which I must do because, in the next breath, Brent and Samuel are directly in front of me, horror written all over their faces.

      “You didn’t take this, did you?” Samuel rips the syringe out of my hand. My eyes flick to Brent, who bows his head and nods.

      “How could you do this?” Samuel roars.

      “Someone had to, and it should be me. I’m a leader of this group.” I want my response to come out with anger behind it, but I still have the tickles everywhere.

      “What does it feel like?” Brent asks, always the scientist.

      Samuel exhales in exasperation and runs a hand through his hair, taking a few steps back.

      “It feels like these tingles are all over my body.” So far, taking this serum seems like an okay idea.

      Brent nods again, his lips pursed. “Anything else?”

      It’s as if his next question brings on a second wave with the drug, but instead of the changes starting in my arm, they start in my stomach, precisely the place where the central pull comes from. A warmth spreads through my belly like I’ve had a big gulp of Samuel’s amazing hot cocoa. It brings a light smile to my face, and I share it with the group. But the warmth doesn’t stop increasing. Sweat breaks out over my body, and my hands shake.

      Flames engulf me. At least, that’s how I feel inside. Like Normandy is killing me all over again, and the monster is tearing through my being to claim its spot in my soul. I fall to my knees, every inch of my skin on fire, and open my mouth to let out some of the heat.

      “Mason, get out of here!” Brent yells.

      Through the haze of pain, I watch Samuel lunge at me, tackling me to the ground and pinning me down. He grabs my mouth and wrenches it shut just as I try and force it open to free myself of some of the agony. It only briefly registers in the back of my mind that if Samuel loses his grip, someone in this room might die from my scream.

      “She can’t kill me!” Mason yells, panic ripping at his throat. “I can’t die!”

      “We don’t know that. Listen to your father, and get out of this house.” Samuel clutches my jaw and leans over me so I can look into his eyes. They’re pools of anger and worry.

      “Stay with me, Juliette,” he pleads. “Try to hold on. Don’t scream, okay?”

      It burns! I try and convey it with my eyes, and I know Samuel understands. He pulls me from the floor and into his arms, wrapping me in his strength. I swallow my pain, and most importantly, my scream, and try to stay conscious, but it’s slipping away.

      The fire in my gut pulses, sending out waves of heat from my body. Each pulse is stronger than the last, and I’m going to combust. There’s no way my body can withstand this.

      I clutch tightly to Samuel’s shirt, my fingers ripping through the fabric. Everything is slipping away. The sounds around me fade, and pain pushes everything aside.

      “You can do this. Hold on. Fight, Juliette. Fight.”

      Samuel’s breath feels cool against my neck, and I focus on the one spot as my remaining senses cease to work. There’s nothing left in the world but pain and darkness.

      The last thing I feel before I lose consciousness is the rise and fall of Samuel’s chest. On his exhale, nothing remains.
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      Something is different.

      Before I open my eyes or focus on the soft bed beneath me, or take in a deep breath of the fresh air coming off the lake, I know something is missing.

      “Juliette?”

      I feel unbelievably…normal.

      Nothing remains of the excruciating pain that took hold of me last night. If that was, in fact, last night. No tingles or fire either. Samuel squeezes my hand, and I open my eyes.

      “Juliette,” he says on a breath of relief. His lips tug up. “You will be the death of me.”

      “You’re immortal,” I remind him as I push to sit up.

      Samuel rests a hand on my shoulder. “Just stay there for a bit.”

      “I feel surprisingly good.” I could fight his insistence to stay put—my monster strength still courses through me. But I listen to his request. I did put him through a lot.

      Samuel’s eyes flick over me, and I realize I’m not in the clothes I was when I passed out. I pull the blanket up higher even though I’m still fully clothed.

      He chuckles. “You pretty much destroyed your other clothes. I did my best not to look.” His cheeks redden, and he suddenly finds the view out my window more interesting.

      I squeeze his hand. “Thanks for taking care of me.”

      “I want to again emphasize how you can’t just throw yourself into danger like that, but I feel like you won’t listen anyway. And I’m a bit exhausted and don’t want to fight about it right now.”

      I take in the circles under his eyes and his slumped stature. “How long have I been out?”

      He shrugs. “A couple days.”

      “Whoa.”

      He lets out a chuckle without humor. “Okay, five days. Five days of which I haven’t slept.” He tilts his head to my door. “Of course Brent has slept like a baby because he knew everything was going to be fine.” Samuel leans close to me. “I’m beginning to wonder which one of us is soulless. Me, the monster. Or him, the scientist.”

      I laugh and slap his hand. “He’s just confident in his work. That’s all.”

      “Yeah, sure. Okay.” Samuel suddenly turns serious. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      I try to swallow but can’t get my muscles to obey. As much as I was on fire before, I’m on ice now. Even though that warmth in my belly is back, it’s more of a comforting glow instead of a raging inferno.

      This falling in love stuff is crazy confusing.

      Samuel sits on the bed and slides closer, his soft eyes and hard jaw hovering over me. We’ve been through so much these past ten months. I’ve hated him more than anyone, and yet, despite that, I love the man more than I can possibly describe.

      From the way he looks at me, I think he feels the same way, but I’m so afraid I’ll lose him or we’ll screw it up again, or it won’t be the right time.

      Maybe it’ll never be the right time.

      His breath kisses my cheek. “I never know what you’re going to do. You’re a constant surprise of ambition and strength and kindness. Sometimes it frustrates the hell out of me, but then I find that those moments only make me fall for you harder.”

      I try to find oxygen but can’t. Samuel uses his strong arms to lower himself down to me, and just as our lips brush, the door flies open.

      “You’re awake!” Mason exclaims.

      Samuel shuts his eyes and groans. In the next breath, Mason wraps me in the biggest bear hug.

      “We were so worried about you!” Mason squeezes me even tighter, then he pushes himself back. “How do you feel? Are you still a monster?”

      With Samuel so close, I hadn’t taken stock of much else other than that something was missing. I pause a beat as Brent enters the room to take a closer look at me.

      “The central pull is gone,” I say. It’s true. I can’t feel anything inside me. “Like, completely gone.”

      Brent smiles as though he expected this.

      “So are you still a monster?” Mason asks again.

      I put my fingers into a fist and close my eyes, listening and taking in the smells. I can pick out the pine trees outside my window, the smell of the cold but thawed lake. Mostly, I smell Samuel’s sexy scent.

      My senses are definitely heightened, and I still feel stronger than when I was human.

      “I’m a monster,” I say. “But I don’t think I’m tied to this island anymore.”
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      “Whoa.” Mason’s jaw drops. “You’re free? You can leave?”

      My brows pull together as I concentrate on his words. “Yes. I think I could if I wanted to. But most importantly, I don’t think I’m tied to Laurel anymore.”

      “You will no longer want to kill.” It’s a statement from Brent, not a question.

      “Exactly.” Man, that feels good to say.

      He crosses his arms and leans against the wall. “It’s what we suspected, but of course, it was unproven. We’ll know for sure on the new moon, but it sounds like the serum has disconnected you from the island. You’re still a ‘monster.’” He puts the word in air quotes. “Immortal, super senses and super strength. You can still kill with a scream. But you shouldn’t have the desire or pull to kill anymore. At least, not coming from Laurel.”

      With my newfound freedom and knowing I’ve been in this bed for five days, I suddenly feel the urge to get up and get to work.

      I scoot out of bed, pretending I don’t see Samuel’s stern expression to stay put. Brent doesn’t seem surprised that I’m ready to go, and Mason jumps up to stand next to me.

      “We have a witch to take down,” I say.

      “Yes,” Samuel says tentatively. “But it can wait a few hours or so.”

      “Seriously, I feel amazing.” I stretch my arms out wide, touch my toes, and then slide into a few yoga poses to demonstrate how great I feel.

      “She’s free!” Mason exclaims again. “Can I be free now?”

      I’m ready to throw him a syringe but see the hesitancy flit across Brent’s face.

      Samuel must notice it as well, and his expression turns annoyed. “Sure, when your son is the next subject, then you wonder if you want to go through with it.”

      “No, that’s not it. He’s a child. I just have to think about whether I should adjust the dose.”

      “If you say so,” Samuel grumbles.

      “In any case, I recommend giving the serum to all our residents in the basement. I am more than happy to start, with your permission.”

      Samuel looks at me for my thoughts. I shrug. “I mean, it’s no picnic going through the transformation, but I seriously feel great now. I guess we could wait a couple days to see if there are any side effects now that I’m up and walking around, but the more time we wait, the closer we are to the new moon.”

      “And we’ll want to know how everyone reacts during the new moon,” Brent says.

      “Then let’s do it now,” Samuel says. “I can help you by making sure the residents behave themselves. Juliette, why don’t you grab some food and just relax for a bit?”

      I want to argue and say that I can help hand out the serum as well, but I’ve already made Samuel worry enough. If it would make him happy that I just eat, I can do that.

      “Sounds good.”

      “Okay, let’s distribute the serum and give our monsters their freedom.”

      Brent and Samuel head to the basement, and Mason leaves, though I’m not sure where he’s going. I’m alone in this beautiful bedroom with my thoughts.

      My relief at no longer being a captive of this island is quickly replaced by the sadness for those who we were unable to save. All of those monsters over the last ten months, and prior to that, who were destroyed because they couldn’t fight the urge to kill or didn’t want to fight it.

      But maybe if we would have gotten to this point sooner, we could have saved Serena. Or Tina. Or Ruben and James. Not to mention their victims.

      Or maybe they were already too far gone.

      I take a deep breath and walk out onto the balcony. It’s spring now on the island though still not warm. There are a few buds on the trees, and one or two flowers are trying to bust through the dirt around the house. It’s the time to focus on new beginnings, the turning of the page.

      All of those other cliché sayings.

      Really, what we need to focus on is kicking some serious witch butt.

      And with the monsters in our basement no longer under her control, I’d say we have a pretty good chance of taking back this island and freeing all those on it.
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