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      “Start in Mountain. Inhale up. Exhale fold.”

      Serena’s voice has this musical, relaxing quality that centers me every time. I follow her lead, along with my classmates, and give thanks that after four weeks, I’m still here.

      “Inhale halfway up. Exhale plank.”

      Katy and Dylan flank me as we move as one. Eyes closed, we repeat the sun salutation. The calming music washes over me, taking away any thoughts and worries I have about what tonight is.

      The new moon.

      Two weeks ago, after Samuel and I saved a little boy from turning into a zombie, we promised each other we would talk the next day.

      But we didn’t.

      Samuel never reached out. But then again, neither did I. As the days passed, I realized that was a good thing. Nightmares from the evening we burned James still haunt my dreams, and the strange thing is that in half my nightmares, I’m not burning James alive. I’m burning Samuel.

      I’m not cut out for hunting murderous creatures. That’s not what I came to Madeline Island to do.

      I came here to go after my dream of becoming a yoga instructor, perhaps even opening my own studio. Through yoga, I want to affect people’s lives in a positive way. Like Serena is doing for me right now.

      “Let’s get in Lotus Pose,” Serena instructs. “Focus on your breathing. Focus on your inner calm.”

      Inner calm. That’s what I need to get to. It’s crazy how the guilt seeps in though. If it wasn’t for Samuel saving me twice, I’d either be dead or turned into a zombie. As one of two people who know what this island is, a part of me thinks I should help in Samuel’s quest to rid the island of creatures.

      But I’m not sure I can handle it.

      Not to mention, the person I’d have to work with is Samuel Walker. I still don’t know if I can forgive him for the hell he put my family and friends through.

      Every time I think about that man, his blonde hair falling in front of those blue—now surprisingly human—eyes, my head hurts. He appears to be nothing of his former self, and yet that’s all I can think about when I see him. No matter how many times he saves my life.

      “Are you going to sit in Lotus forever, or do you want to grab that drink?”

      I open my eyes to find I’m the only one still seated on the floor. Dylan smiles down at me.

      I laugh and take his hand as he pulls me to standing. “A drink sounds great, actually.”

      “I’m sure you’re talking about a tall glass of water,” Serena says as she places her things in a cabinet at the front of the room.

      “Oh, of course.” Katy laughs at my side. “That’s exactly what we were talking about. Restaurants love if you take up a table and order a round of waters.”

      Serena’s smile reflects in the wall of mirrors as she closes the cabinet and then bends down to tie her shoes. She’s one of the coolest people I’ve ever met. I’m not certain of her age, but she appears to be about ten years older than me. She seems like someone who would be really fun to hang out with, instructor or not.

      Before I realize what I’m doing, I say, “You should come with us. We’re headed to the burger joint.”

      Dylan jabs his elbow into my side.

      Serena glances up. “You want me to join you?”

      “Only if you’ll drink more than water,” I say, thinking perhaps that’s why Dylan appeared so against inviting her.

      “I have been known to throw one back every once in a while. You sure you want me to come?”

      I look from Katy to Dylan, who are both nodding. “Yes. If you want to.”

      “I’ll see you there.” Serena finishes tying her shoes, stands, and heads to her office. She is as cool as I thought she was. She, Dylan, and Katy can share a few alcoholic beverages while I sip on my fancy non-alcoholic drinks.

      As we exit the building, Dylan moans. “You never invite the teacher to hang out with you. There’s an image we have to maintain. She’s totally going to judge everything we do or say.”

      “It’s not like you get a grade,” Katy emphasizes for the umpteenth time.

      “I know, Katy,” Dylan mocks. “But there are only two internships, and those are awarded subjectively.”

      Katy snorts. “You think you’ve got a chance?”

      Dylan’s jaw drops around a smile. “Excuse me? Better than your chances.”

      “I don’t think so,” Katy teases. We unlock our bikes and put on our helmets. “Of course Miss Juliette is a shoo-in.”

      I shake my head because they’ve been ribbing me about how I suck up to Serena all the time. Can’t blame a girl if she loves the material and appears to have a knack for it.

      “Once Serena hangs out with us outside of class, she’s going to see a whole new side of you. Who knows what she’ll think of her star pupil.” Dylan smirks, and I hit him on the shoulder. I know he’s joking, but a small part of me wonders if I made a mistake.

      I glance up and down the street and take in the huge oak trees that cast some well-needed shade on this hot August day. Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked the person who holds my future in her hands to hang out with me on a social level, but I’m feeling too good right now to let it bring me down.

      Katy’s smile is huge as she laughs and bikes away. “See you crazy kids soon. Six p.m.”

      Dylan waves and bikes off too.

      Hanging out with others makes me feel normal. I missed out on so many things during my seventeen years on the circus island, and I can’t wait to see my new friends again tonight.

      A shot of panic ripples through me, and I open my wristlet and find it nearly empty. Mama’s two hundred dollars is almost gone.

      Only five dollars left.

      With so few expenses over the last four weeks, I managed to make that two hundred dollars last. I don’t have to pay rent, thanks to my scholarship, but now that my landlord is dead, who knows what is going to happen there. I’ve been searching for a job, but they’re so hard to come by.

      The five-dollar bill smirks at me. I need a job or the next month, which hopefully will turn into much longer with that internship, will be quite tricky.
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      Fifties music floats onto the street as I approach The Bean. Laurel’s always been so nice, and I love their coffee. Perhaps I can get a job here.

      I enter and wait in line. It’s busy, but there are still a few open tables. Eventually, Laurel’s voice takes me out of my head, and it’s my turn.

      “Juliette, sugar, what can I get for you?”

      “I’ll take a lemonade, please.” I clear my throat as she punches in the order. “And I was also wondering…Are you hiring?”

      She glances up, and I can tell she’s going to say no, so I don’t give her a chance.

      “I’ll do anything. I’ll clean dishes or wait tables. I’ve never made fancy coffees, but I’m a quick learner. I can do any hours you need except when I’m at school during the week.”

      Laurel’s face turns into a frown, which is rare for her. “I’m so sorry, dear. But with the tourist season on the downswing, I’ll have to let go of my summer help soon too.” She points her pencil at some of the servers dressed in their poodle skirts. “I can’t take on anyone new. I’m truly sorry.”

      I force a smile. “It’s okay. I understand.” I have no idea how I’ll pay for dinner tonight, let alone what I’m going to do when my groceries are gone. “I’ll figure something out.”

      One of her staff drops my lemonade over Laurel’s shoulder, and she hands it to me. “It’s on the house, sweet girl.”

      I lift my five dollars. “Oh no. I’ve got some money right here. I can pay for it.”

      Laurel pushes it back toward me. “I insist. Good luck, Juliette.”

      “Thanks.” I take a drink of my lemonade as I turn to leave and run right into a tall man in a suit.

      “Samuel,” I say as I wipe a bit of spilled lemonade off my shirt. I haven’t seen the man in two weeks. Of course, he looks exactly how I left him when he dropped me off at my doorstep after we killed James. Blonde hair swept back from his eyes, navy blue suit perfectly pressed.

      “Juliette.” He nods in greeting and hands me a napkin so I can finish drying myself off. “I couldn’t help but overhear your predicament.”

      He suddenly looks a little less handsome, and my eyes narrow. “You were eavesdropping.”

      “I don’t think I was the only one who overheard that conversation.” Samuel gestures with his hat at the others in the restaurant. Some quickly look down at their drinks so as not to get caught staring. Most of the women drop their gaze from me, but many continue to remain on Samuel. I feel a little less guilty about noting his handsomeness with all the other women ogling him.

      I take another drink of lemonade and move to get around him. “I’ll figure it out,” I mumble as I brush past his shoulder. He grabs my arm, and I flinch. He lets go after he sees me glaring at him. “What do you want, Samuel?”

      “Can we talk for a second?” His eyes beg me to say yes.

      Every fiber of my being wants to say no. I’m done being around Samuel and death. But I do wonder if that’s even possible on this tiny island.

      He did save my life, though, and apparently sought me out to talk to me about something. The least I can do is give him a couple of minutes.

      “Sure, let’s talk,” I say on my exhale and lead the way outside. We grab a bench overlooking the lake, and I wait for Samuel to say something.

      He takes off his hat and examines it. The thing is pristine though, so he won’t find any scuff marks. He rests it on his knee and reaches into his suitcoat. “I can offer you a job that pays well.”

      This vaguely reminds me of his other propositions on the circus island. He said he could offer us freedom, safety, love, happiness. There was always a catch with Samuel.

      “What kind of job?”

      “Work with me as part of my private investigation company.”

      I glance over at him, taking in his navy suit and blue-collared shirt. Working side by side with him on the zombie case was eye-opening, to say the least. It showed me what was really happening on this island as well as how much Samuel appeared to change. But I’m not ready to trust him.

      Without money though, I have to go home. Sadness blankets me at the prospect of failure. I didn’t set out to follow my dreams, only to fail.

      “How do you get paid?” I ask him the rather random question, but it’s not random to me. He couldn’t have gotten money from the police department for the zombie case, and I never saw money exchange with Johan’s parents.

      “Mostly, I do this work for free, but you’ve seen my house. I’m financially stable.”

      I slide back to the edge of the bench. “You would pay me with dirty money?”

      Samuel’s shoulders slump ever so slightly, and he shifts his hands in his lap. “I’ve been around a long time, Juliette, despite my young appearance. I’ve made many smart investments, most of which were obtained by legal means. I can assure you whatever money I pay you will not be dirty.”

      I shake my head. I can’t believe I am considering this. I can’t work for Samuel Walker. I clench and unclench my fingers as I look out at the horizon. I’ll figure something out. I am not this desperate yet.

      I can’t trust him, and I’m not sure I can even handle this line of work. The nightmares since James’s death have been so intense, and sometimes I drink a cup of coffee right before bed with the hope I don’t sleep.

      I check over my shoulder to make sure the nearest people are not within earshot before I give my answer. “Thanks for the offer, Samuel, but I have to decline. I haven’t been sleeping great since the zombie case. Helping you was the right thing to do because it could have been me who was murdered on the new moon, and it was me who found Johan’s body. But I want to start a new life away from death. A life of my choosing. And that life doesn’t include working for you.”

      Samuel, still looking at his hands, nods slowly. Eventually, he lifts his head, and my heart skips a beat at the sadness in his eyes.

      “I understand.” He touches my hand on the bench, and I don’t feel the need to jerk away. He places his hat back onto his head. Then, he gets up to leave. “See you around, Juliette.”

      I stare at my hand, still feeling his surprisingly gentle touch. My head pounds like it always does when it’s trying to understand who Samuel is now.

      I made the right decision. I have to start putting myself first and focus on a life that makes me happy. I was trapped in an endless cycle of death for most of my life, and I deserve to be free of that now.
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