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      There is this undercurrent of emotions that feel as though they aren’t mine. They’re frustration and anger and depression. Sometimes rage. The rage is mostly focused on one person.

      I sit up in my bed and look out at the lake. The water is completely frozen, which is what I was hoping for, but I can’t seem to remember why. What is hope? Why do we cling to it?

      My hands are now the hands of a monster. I flip them over and study my palms then roll my fingers and clench my fists. I am so much stronger than before I was attacked and turned into a banshee. I’ve broken three of my four coffee cups already. They were cheap but still.

      I make coffee in my condo and have food delivered because I can’t even fathom the idea of leaving this small space. After hunting down monsters like myself for eight months, I know they look human. I know I look human. But I still can’t get past the fact that I’m a monster on the inside, and I’m afraid everyone will be able to tell once I step out into the world.

      I take a deep breath and place my head in my hands. My nose scrunches up because I smell. I can’t remember the last time I showered or changed my clothes.

      My phone buzzes on the nightstand. I expect it to be Callie or my parents. They’ve called a number of times, but I’ve returned all their voicemails with texts. If I get on the phone with them, I’ll turn into a blubbering mess and make them worry. There’s no sense in doing that to them when there’s literally nothing they can do for me.

      My heart clenches at the thought I will never see them unless they come to this island.

      I glance at my vibrating phone and see Samuel’s name. Every muscle in my body reacts, and if he were in this room, I’d attack him. I’ve gone over every possible scenario in my mind as to why he saved that old man from Normandy and left me there by myself. I replay the confrontation over and over, thinking perhaps there wasn’t as much time for him to get back as I believed there was.

      I could just ask him. Let him explain his version of the story. But I can’t even stand to look at myself right now, let alone have someone else look at me.

      I close my eyes, hearing and smelling things way better than I did two weeks ago. A central presence pulls at me. Like a collective consciousness. It’s subtle, but it’s like I can, to some small extent, feel the other monsters on this island. I wonder, if I went outside, whether I would know who else was like me.

      My heightened senses pick up on someone coming up the stairs outside my condo long before there’s a knock on the door. I inwardly groan. I’m tired of telling every concerned person on this damn island to go away.

      “Juliette, if you don’t give us some proof of life, we’re calling the police. You have to open this door!” Dylan shouts. I don’t respond, and he pounds on the door.

      “We’re serious.” Now, it’s time for Katy to put in her plea. “Not only will we call the police, but you won’t have a door left either.”

      I swallow hard and clear my throat. Even with the preparation, my voice comes out hoarse due to not being used. “I told you in my texts, I’m fine,” I yell.

      “How were we to know someone didn’t steal your phone and text that?” Dylan asks.

      “Well, you know now.”

      “Nope. Proof of life,” Dylan states again.

      I growl and push myself out of bed. “I am speaking. This is your proof of life.” I stop outside my bedroom with a good look at the front door.

      “Do you hear something, Katy?” Dylan asks loudly, for my benefit. “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “I didn’t hear anything either. Let’s call the police.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t call the police.”

      “Still don’t hear anything.” Katy’s statement is followed by the sounds of her dialing her phone.

      I take several long strides and unlock the door, leaving the chain lock still in place. Once it opens a crack, someone pushes it farther with such force the chain breaks off and clatters across my kitchen. I’m left with my jaw on the ground as Katy and Dylan rush inside my house.

      Dylan raises a hand to his nose. “Oh. My. Word. This is horrible.”

      I cross my arms. “I didn’t invite you in. I’m not apologizing.”

      Katy looks around my apartment and then at me head-on. “What the hell is going on? Your house is a disaster. I don’t think you’ll ever get that rat’s nest out of your hair.” She holds her hand to her nose. “And Dylan’s right. I’ve never smelled something this bad.”

      I know they mean well, but the monster inside me wants to rip them apart. “Then, you can both leave.”

      Katy’s eyes narrow. “Look, we have no idea what happened to you. You’re freaking us out. A couple weeks ago, you stopped answering calls or texts. It’s apparent you haven’t left your apartment.” Katy gestures at my war-zone. “What happened? Is it your breakup with Luca?”

      “Is it Samuel?” Dylan adds.

      I want to tell them they’re wrong, but I can’t tell them the real reason. That I was turned into a banshee and will never be allowed to leave this island again. I’m stuck here with Samuel, who left me for dead. Actually, worse than dead.

      I’m a prisoner here for all eternity. Compelled to hunt and kill. And I will feel these emotions that are not mine for the rest of my life.

      Dylan rests a hand on my arm, and I bring him into focus—those kind, inquisitive eyes. His unwavering friendship and love. I flick my gaze over his shoulder to Katy—fiercely loyal and blunt. Exactly what I needed right now.

      I shrug one shoulder. “Both. It’s both Luca and Samuel.” My intake of breath is shaky. It’s Luca and Samuel. Serena’s betrayal and the abrupt end to a career I loved. The monster I’ve become and my destiny to be trapped on this island forever.

      My vision gets blurry, and Katy and Dylan embrace me in a huge hug. Through tears and snot, I blubber into their shoulders. “I’m so sorry, you guys. I shouldn’t have shut you out again. I’m just dealing with so much, and I guess this is how I go about doing it.”

      Katy rubs my back. “It’s okay. That’s what we’re here for. We won’t let you shut us out.”

      I don’t know how long they let me cry, but when my tear ducts dry up, Dylan gently pushes me back and looks me in the eye.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do. We’ll get you in the shower and find you fresh clothes. Then, we’ll grab some grub and beverages and hang out. And maybe you’ll talk about what’s bugging you, but maybe you won’t, and it frankly doesn’t matter.” He tilts his head down slightly. “You got that?”

      I sniff and nod. “Got it.”

      “Good.” Dylan pulls out his phone. “I’m also calling in professional cleaning help.”

      My stomach drops out. “No, don’t. This place is a mess.”

      Dylan holds his hand up. “No judgments. She’s the best, and she’ll put this place right back to its glory days.” The phone rings a couple of times and Dylan points to my bathroom. “What are you still doing here? Shower, girl!”

      Katy throws an arm around my shoulders and leads me to the bathroom. “You get cleaned up, and I’ll find some cute clothes.”

      “Thanks.” I have the best friends. I can’t believe they haven’t given up on me yet.

      She rubs my arm. “Any time.”

      The warm water runs over my body, and I imagine it taking these feelings that aren’t wholly mine down the drain. Being clean helps.

      But it can’t clean away the monster inside me.
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      I shield my eyes against the winter sun as I exit my condo for the first time in almost two weeks.

      Dylan taps me on the shoulder, a wide smirk on his face. “Did you turn into a vampire or something?”

      My stomach drops out. “What?”

      He points up at the sun. “You’re really squinting. Sun is getting to you.” He drops his hand. “Come on, Juliette. That was funny.”

      I force a smile. “Yeah. It was. Sorry.”

      Me being a vampire hits a little too close to home right now.

      He wraps an arm around my shoulders, and the three of us walk across the street to our favorite burger joint. I’m too embarrassed to ask what day of the week it is, but since it’s around lunchtime and the place is busy, I would guess it’s the weekend. I pull out my phone to double-check.

      Yup. Sunday.

      Katy and Dylan lead the way to a table where Aaron is waiting. “Finally, guys. I have to pee, and I don’t think anyone believed I had friends.”

      A laugh falls out of me as Aaron jumps up and runs for the bathroom. It sounds so foreign and yet instantly makes me feel better. I don’t know why whenever something bad happens, I hole up alone in my condo. These are my friends. They’re here for me.

      Probably not the monster in me, but as long as they don’t learn about that, we’re good.

      Katy gestures for me to slide into the booth, and when she sits next to me, Luca walks up.

      “Hey, guys.” He puts his hands in his back pockets. His eyes spend time on everyone but me.

      A warmth balloons in my chest at seeing that adorable smile. Luca never betrayed me. Ever. I did it to him, but Luca is the kindest, safest person in the whole world. It instantly makes me feel better to be around him.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” With this question, his eyes finally find mine.

      “I would love it,” I say and wave him in.

      His smile spreads, and he scooches in next to Katy so we can give Dylan and Aaron their side of the booth to themselves.

      Aaron gets back and takes a deep breath. “That feels so much better.”

      I wave my hand sheepishly. “It’s my fault. I took some persuading to leave.”

      “A lot of time.” Dylan lays his hand on mine. “But that doesn’t matter because you’re here now.”

      “Exactly.” Katy grabs the drink the waitress holds out for her. Someone must have placed our usual orders without me noticing because, in the next second, I have a Shirley Temple in my hand.

      “To friendship!” Katy holds out her glass, and we all do the same.

      “To friendship!”

      Aaron’s drink thumps on the table. “I won’t ask. It’s your information to share, but you look way better than I thought you would after locking yourself in isolation for so long.”

      “Aaron?” Luca’s mouth drops.

      I snort and a bit of bubbles come out of my nose.

      “You should have seen the condo,” Katy mumbles into her drink with a mischievous smile.

      I slap her on the shoulder, and she feigns injury.

      “Let’s say I’m glad you get to keep this image of beautiful Juliette in your mind for all eternity.” Dylan winks at me and takes another sip of his drink.

      “Thanks, friend.” I shake my head and smile.

      It turns out that even a monster feels a ton better when she’s hanging out with the people she cares about most.

      My heightened senses allow me to hear the servers calling out which food they’re missing from the kitchen over the conversation at our table. Poor Dylan is going to get his food last again, but that’s what he gets for making it a special order every time. The couple in the far corner booth has been making out since we got here. It’s been tough to drown out their smacking of lips and words of adoration. Also tough to ignore is Luca’s nervous knee, which he keeps bouncing on the other side of Katy.

      The food smells amazing too. Like, even more amazing than it has in the past. And if I focus hard enough, I can pull out certain scents and hone in on them. For example, our food is coming out of the kitchen right now. I pick up my napkin without thinking and place it on my lap.

      “Make room, guys,” the waitress announces. She rests her large tray on the stand next to us.

      “Whoa, it’s like you have a sixth sense or something.” Katy laughs.

      “What?”

      “You prepped your napkin seconds before our food came. That was awesome.” In the next breath, she’s joking with Dylan about his missing food, so she doesn’t see the heat that floods my face. I need to be more careful. I can’t let my friends find out what I am.

      Then again, seeing how clueless this island appears to be with the unnatural happenings that go on around here, I’d have to mess up bad for someone to think I’m a banshee.

      The table grows quieter now that we have our food. And per our usual, once lunch is done, we order some rotating desserts to share. It feels strange, not having Samuel here, but nobody brings him up. I’m not sure if he was invited but declined or if they never reached out to him.

      “Hey, Juliette. You excited to have the studio open again?” Dylan pokes at his salad.

      “What?” The studio open? That’s news to me.

      He chuckles and holds his fork over his mouth. “I figured with you being so out of it, you might not know. We’re going with the co-op idea. Everyone’s on board with it. All equally invested, and we teach the same amount. We’re doing a soft open next week to make sure it goes smoothly.”

      I drop a fry to my plate. “That is so cool. I had no idea.” This is the kind of news I need right now. If I’m going to be stuck on this island, at least I’ll be able to do something I love.

      Dylan beams. “I thought so. Your lack of responses on the text chain suggested that. You in?”

      “Of course!”

      Katy claps excessively. “I so need that studio to reopen.”

      “Congrats, guys,” Luca says from the other side of Katy.

      “Thanks.” The thought of the studio reopening makes me feel a touch more human. I’ll have something to do other than wallow in self-pity. I’m not sure if I can go back to working with Samuel.

      A shiver runs through me. Another monster will be part owner of the yoga studio again. What are the chances?

      On this island, probably pretty good. I quickly go through the list of other yoga instructors. Heck, for all I know, I might not be the only monster on the team.

      As the afternoon wears on, I try to see if the light pull in my stomach makes me aware of any particular people in the restaurant. Can it be a monster detector? It doesn’t feel as though it works that way. The direction of the pull isn’t a direction at all other than it feels central.

      A couple of hours into our lunch, the pull in my stomach grows. Or perhaps it doesn’t necessarily grow… it’s like the string it’s tethered to continues to tighten. It’s something I’ve never felt before, and since I didn’t do anything other than wallow in my own misery for the last couple of weeks, I am quite in tune with how my new monster body feels.

      A thought crosses my mind. What day did I say it was again? Sunday?

      Panic grips me, and I reach for my coat next to me that holds my phone, accidentally bumping into Katy.

      “You okay?” She laughs and leans over my shoulder to see my phone. No one else seems to notice my extreme movements, so I try to recover quickly.

      “Yeah, totally fine. Just might have missed my best friend’s birthday.” I force a laugh. “I’m so bad at remembering those things.”

      “I hear ya. That’s tough.”

      I unlock my screen and scroll to my moon app. I gasp at what my phone tells me. I wasn’t confined to my condo for about a couple of weeks.

      I was in there exactly two weeks.

      It’s the new moon tonight.

      My first new moon as a monster.

      I have to get home now. The sun is still out, but not for long. I need to trap myself somewhere to protect everyone.

      I lay more than enough cash on the table to cover my food plus probably half of the others. “I’m so sorry, but would you think I’m a horrible friend if I headed home right now? I just… I need to get home.”

      The sudden silence around the table is eerie, and I hate the surprised and questioning looks on their faces.

      “Of course you can go home.” Katy playfully pushes Luca out of the booth. “I should probably get going too. I mean, come on guys. We have been here for almost four hours. That’s a lot of stimulation for someone who hasn’t seen the outdoors in a couple weeks.”

      I share a grateful smile and hug with Katy once I slide out. “Thank you,” I whisper in her ear.

      “We may not understand what’s going on, but we’re your friends. Talk to us when you want.” She pats my back, and we look at the others.

      “I’ll walk you home, Juliette,” Luca offers.

      “Oh… you don’t have to… that’s super sweet… but I can walk myself.” I live across the street. This really isn’t necessary.

      “Really, I would like to.” Luca’s smile falters.

      “Let him walk you home,” Dylan says, grabbing Aaron’s hand.

      I laugh. “I see where this is going. You want to get rid of us.”

      “Of course we do.”

      Aaron shakes his head and mouths, “Sorry.”

      I turn to Luca. “I would love for you to walk me home.”
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