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      I wake in an unfamiliar bed. I blink for a moment, trying to get my bearings. Last night, I was definitely in L.A., but where am I now?

      The bed is covered in smooth white sheets and a light down comforter. A slight breeze comes in through the window, bringing with it the smell of old coffee. I sit up and look down. I’m still fully dressed in what I wore last night, and my mouth is dry and tastes funny like when you take an antibiotic and nothing tastes right.

      Phew.

      At least, I’m fairly certain nothing happened to me last night.

      There are expensive paintings hanging on the wall and an antique dresser in the room. The bedside table holds a stack of books, and a few men’s shirts hang over a wooden chair.

      Movement in the doorway catches my eye. Samuel steps through, wearing nothing but a towel. I’ve seen him without a shirt before, but there is something infinitely sexier about this.

      He gives me a crooked grin and sits next to me on the bed. I scoot away, feeling the sheets sliding against my skin.

      “What am I doing in your bed?” I ask and shiver even though it’s not that cold. I look around the room at the stark white walls. I wonder for a second if we are still in California. If we are, I can get away.

      “It’s where you’re going to end up, so I thought you might as well start getting used to it.” He winks at me.

      “No. It’s not where I’m going to end up.” I bring my legs up and wrap my arms around them as if I could hide myself from him.

      He moves a few strands of hair behind my ear, his fingers grazing my face. “You double crossed me, dear. All bets are off.”

      I scramble out of the bed away from him. “I will never be yours.” Just because I drew that stupid eight of swords, he was able to bring me back to this island. Unless we are still somehow in L.A.—which is highly unlikely. The air doesn’t smell right.

      He laughs. “The challenge has been set.”

      I don’t look at him as I run into the bathroom, my stomach about to empty whatever is left inside. This is a nightmare I’m stuck in. Ugh, this is so annoying.

      I stand over the toilet, expecting to heave, but nothing happens. I turn on the sink and splash cold water on my face then wash my hands. Samuel’s soap smells like cherry Jell-O.

      I open a few cupboard doors, looking for a hand towel, which I find, but only after I’ve found a box of condoms, extra long tweezers, and a stethoscope. Samuel is one strange dude.

      I glance out the window, hoping I’ll see something that looks like we’re still on the West Coast even though I’m ninety percent certain we are not.  The Cypress and Tupelo trees spread out in the swampy waters, and the dock that I’ve become so familiar with mocks me.

      I’m back on that wretched island.

      I stand in the bathroom listening at the door, hoping Samuel’s at least put some clothes on, but I can’t hear anything. The metal of the doorknob is cold on my hands after the hot water.

      I peek out but see nothing. He’s gone. Whew. Now to just sneak out of here before he comes back. I may be stuck on this island, but I’m not stuck with him. I’ll hide out on anyone else’s boat to avoid coming back here. Well, almost anyone. I’d probably take Samuel over Elias.

      The smooth polished banister slides under my hand as I creep down the stairs. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was in some cool ancient mansion in the middle of a neighborhood. But I know better. Samuel’s boat is deceiving.

      Something beeps in the kitchen, and I freeze, but I hear nothing else. I continue my way down and find the front door. Almost free.

      “Going somewhere, dear?”

      I turn slowly and focus on his clothes so I don’t have to look into his eyes. His shirt’s a sickly green color that reminds me of hospital gowns.

      He holds out a cup of coffee for me, and I shake my head.

      He chuckles. “My shirt isn’t that interesting.”

      “It’s an ugly color.”

      “Is that so?” Without so much as a word uttered from Samuel, the shirt changes to a pale blue. “That better?”

      I race from the house, running toward the circus until I’m sure I don’t hear him pursuing. The magic is so easy for him, too. I don’t know how I can ever defeat him when I’m a measly nobody without powers. My insides all squish together. I’m completely helpless and trapped.

      The magic bothers me and fascinates me at the same time. Before I came to the island, the idea of magic was ludicrous, and now it’s commonplace. I knew Lorena was a witch and Samuel was some kind of voodoo priest, but aside from that, I haven’t seen anyone on the island practice magic.

      Well, the ghosts, but they’re ghosts.

      I’m certain Samuel will come looking for me at my boat, so I head to Lorena’s in the hope that she’ll calm my fears and help me make sense of everything. Last night, I was on the plane, and I literally set foot in California, and bam…I wake up on the island.

      Now, California feels like a pipe dream.

      I’m halfway to her boat when the sound of wheels rolling on the dock makes me pause. But there’s nothing here. I check the other docks around me, but there’s no movement anywhere. That’s strange. I twist the rings on my fingers and wait, but the noise seems to be getting farther away. Once I can’t hear the sound anymore, I hurry to her boat.

      She’s on her porch and doesn’t look up when I approach. My stomach flutters a bit. She’s dressed funny, in a white overcoat that looks like a surgeon’s jacket. In her hands is a squirming rabbit. Dinner, probably. She grips the poor thing and snaps its neck. I recoil and bite down a cry. I taste blood.

      The islanders talk of killing and plucking chickens, but it’s different to see it up close. My stomach twists. I don’t like this, but I have to talk to her. I have to understand what just happened with Samuel.

      I take another step forward, but she holds her hands out, and the rabbit floats in front of her. More magic. This is way creepier than anything I’ve seen before. They must have kept it under wraps because of me. Either that, or I was so focused on escaping that I didn’t even notice.

      The bunny twists and turns in unnatural ways, and suddenly its skin falls off, and the guts drop into the swamp below. Lorena holds a pot under the cleaned rabbit, and it lands inside with a thud.

      I spin and race away from her boat. This whole place is like a different world. One I’m not sure how I fit into. I keep my head down as I walk. I was pretty oblivious before this. I wonder if anyone else can do magic. Juliette? No, she always whines about how that isn’t her thing. Maybe Amy? Luke? Nah. That seems a little farfetched.

      I don’t know where else to go because I don’t want anymore unpleasant surprises, so I head home. Samuel might be able to find me, but if I’m being honest with myself, he could find me anywhere.

      I push the door open to my little boat and collapse onto my bed. When I left yesterday, I thought for sure I’d never see this place again. I thought wrong.

      After a few minutes, I get up, open the freezer, and pull out an ice tray. I put three cubes into a glass and fill it with tepid water. My mind filters through the last twenty-four hours, but I have no memories of returning to Louisiana.

      Am I stuck here forever?
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      I sit down to write Maddie a new letter. It seems pointless to go on about the dangers anymore. If they do come and try to rescue me, they’ll be trapped here as well. I hate lying to Maddie, but I don’t think I have a choice.

      

      Maddie,

      

      So things are starting to get better. I’m not sure what was wrong with me. Someone definitely spiked something, but I’m fine. No need to worry.

      Whew. Glad Mom and Dad didn’t buy all that or I’d be heading home for nothing.

      The circus is creepy, but it’s kinda cool. It’s all an act. People die in all of the shows. I think I was legitimately freaked out at first, but I got used to it. The fortune teller and I have become quite good friends. She’s teaching me how to crawfish.

      I promised you boy stories, so here you go. Benny. Sigh.

      I don’t know what to do. He’s so sweet, and we go to all the circus shows together. Oh, and I learned how to dance with fire. Can’t wait to show that off at the beach when I get home in August.

      Send me ice cream and air conditioning.

      Love, Callie
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      The Spanish moss on the trees reaches down, and I brush it away as I make my way along the docks. I’m jumpy, but hiding out is worse than seeing magic. Besides, I have to get used to it if this is going to be my life.

      The circus is essentially dead since we’re in between the new and full moons. The tents all look like they are about to fall over. Normally, there are a few people milling about, but not today. I tromp to the ferry dock and drop the letter to Maddie in the post box, stare wistfully wishing for freedom, and go in search of Juliette. She won’t be happy to see me. Mostly because I should be in L.A., but also because she’s probably got a killer headache.

      I knock softly on her door. I’ve never actually been in her boat even though it’s right across from her mom’s. She always came to my place, or we’d have dinner at her mom’s. I’d never just dropped in on her. How I miss cellphones. No stopping by without warning.  Something thuds on the other side, and she opens the door and blinks sleepily at me with her bright red hair going in all directions.

      “Callie? I thought you were in California.”

      “I was. Samuel followed me and dragged me back here.”

      Her shoulders drop, and her face twists into a scowl. “I’m so sorry.”

      She opens the door and pulls me into a hug. She’s wearing silk pajamas I’ve never seen, and I wonder if she brought them back from New Orleans. This place isn’t exactly known for its luxuries.

      I extract myself from her and go into her tiny kitchen. “Let me make you some coffee. How’s your head?”

      She slumps down at the table. “Killer. Never doing that again.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No worries. I understand. Now what are you going to do?” She blinks at me.

      “Not sit around feeling sorry for myself.” I stare at the coffee maker for a second, a sleek Keurig, and then I notice... “Jules, why is your boat decked out like it belongs to a millionaire?”

      She holds her head. “It was the only way I’d agree to be a clown. I told Samuel I wanted to be spoiled, and so he does.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      She shrugs and fiddles with her cup. “You’ve tried everything to get out of here, and it’s not happening.” Her voice is soft.

      I meet her eyes. “I know, but I’ll do my best to make Samuel’s life miserable. Maybe then, he’ll ask me to leave.”

      Juliette squeezes her eyes shut for a second. “You know that’s a plan fraught with trouble.”

      The Keurig shuts off, and I hand her the first cup. Then, I put mine on. “How?”

      “He could just kill you instead.”

      I’ll just have to be super careful on the new moon. “I’ll figure it out. But I’m not going to just sit back and do nothing. That seems worse than the possible consequences.”

      “Worse than death?”

      “I’m stuck here anyway, right? Who cares if I die?”

      Juliette frowns. “You don’t mean that.”

      I sigh. “I know. I don’t. Not really, but seriously. I have to do something, and escape is not possible.”

      “Your funeral.” Her tone is light, but her eyes are serious. She’s worried about me.

      I decide to change the subject because she obviously won’t be any help. “You want to go visit Luke with me?”

      He’ll help me. I know he will.

      She shakes her head. “I’m going to see if Lorena can make my headache go away.”

      “Not Ruth?”

      “She’ll tell Mama. Lorena won’t.” She winces.

      I give her a quick hug and head out. Something clicks on the docks like a woman’s high heels, but nobody is around. I wait, but the sound is moving away from me. It must’ve just been a raccoon or something. The path to Luke’s is easy and is only a few minutes from Juliette’s. I’m halfway to his boat when a voice shouts from behind me. A voice I don’t want to hear.

      Samuel stands there, now dressed in a black shirt. He looks good, and that bugs me. He’d probably look good in whatever he put on. Especially a tailored suit. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second. I shouldn’t be thinking about how hot he is when he’s the one who trapped me here.

      He saunters over, and his light cologne makes me swoon a little.  “What are you doing today?”

      “Let’s see. I should be out on the town in L.A., but instead, I'm stuck here, and it’s all your fault. So I don’t know what I'm doing, but I can tell you that it’s not hanging out with you.”

      “Aw, come on, love. Don’t be like that. I couldn’t let you go. You know that.”

      He reaches to touch my cheek, and I swat his hand away. Hurt crosses his features for a moment, and then his face hardens, but I won’t be intimidated. I stand tall.

      He breathes in and out but doesn’t say anything. Then, he backs away. “If that is how you want things, I’ll oblige.” He gives a little bow like he’s all apologetic. But I’m not having any of this. I close the distance, and his eyes widen.

      “You made a mistake bringing me back here. You’re going to wish I stayed in California.”

      He smirks. “Exactly how will you do that?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I ask.  I actually have no idea how I’ll accomplish anything, but at this point, I’ve thrown down the challenge.

      He takes another step back, putting him precariously close to the edge of the boardwalk.

      “Love, there’s not much you could do to make me wish you gone. Don’t you know? I like my women feisty.”

      He’s so infuriating. I reach out and shove with all my might, and he goes flying into the swamp. He lands with a splash and comes up sputtering.

      “That’s just the beginning.” I cross my arms and smirk at him.

      He laughs and hoists himself back up on the boardwalk, and I want to hurt him even more. He stares right at me, and his clothes go from wet to dry instantly.

      Seriously?

      “If that’s what you have planned for me, I look forward to whatever your next antics are.”

      I storm away and clench my fists. Instead of making things worse for him, I just provided more entertainment.
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      I won’t go near any of Luke’s big cats after what happened with Fiona, so he’s put me to work scrubbing out the empty cages while he examines the tigers and gives them shots. He takes good care of his cats, and in spite of my first impression that their cages were too small, he exercises them in the large cage in the middle of his tent all the time.

      Cleaning the cages is gross work, but it keeps me busy and away from Samuel.

      I finish Fiona’s cage, and Luke brings her out. I scramble out of the cage and give her a wide berth.

      Luke sends me a knowing grin and locks the door to the cage. “Full moon is coming up.”

      “Yeah, so.”

      “So you gonna stay away from Benny?”

      I shrug. “Probably not. He helped me out when I tried to escape.”

      Luke scowls. “He’s going to hurt you.”

      “Not as bad as Samuel if he has his way.”

      Luke’s scowl deepens. “I wish you’d just stay away from them both.”

      “I can’t avoid Samuel. I’m trying to make his life miserable, but I’m not exactly bursting with ideas. You got any?”

      “Yeah. Stay away from him.”

      I shake my head. “Not helpful.”

      “You want to do dinner with me? I can make steaks.”

      “That sounds awesome. But only if you promise to help me brainstorm ideas.”

      He chuckles. “You’re on.”

      Luke has no good ideas, so after dinner, I ask Amy, and she refuses to help.

      For the next couple of weeks, I hang out in Juliette’s boat on her leather couch that looks like it belongs in a penthouse in New York. The day of the full moon, Juliette is all grins.

      “What are you all excited for?” I ask just before dusk. It’s the full moon, so I don’t have to worry about dying, but the circus brings back a whole slew of people who can’t be trusted. Not that many of the permanent residents can be trusted here either.

      “Victor’s going to be here.”

      I give her a slow nod. In all the excitement, I’d forgotten about her crush, that vampire, Victor.

      “Do you need to get ready?” I ask her.

      “No. I’ve got about thirty minutes once the circus gets going before I have to get my makeup on. What about you?” She smooths down her wine red skirt and looks around.

      “I’m not performing tonight.”

      She jerks her head back to me. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not going to give Samuel the satisfaction.”

      Speak of the devil. Samuel rushes toward us, all decked out in his ringmaster gear. “Where’s your costume?” he asks me, irritated.

      “I’m not performing.” I meet his eyes.

      He raises his brows. “Yes, you are.”

      I stand tall. “Make me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Right. Your plan. Fine, don’t perform. See if I care.”

      He strolls away, whistling and spinning his fake walking stick.

      “Dammit. He didn’t care.”

      Juliette chuckles and nudges me. “How’s your plan going?”

      “How does it look? Aside from that, I’m plum out of ideas.”

      “You’ll figure it out.”

      The circus transformation begins, and for a second, I am mesmerized. This is my kind of magic. Not the creepy thing Lorena did with the rabbit. The rundown tents straighten up, and the dull colors become bright reds and blues. A few signs pop up out of nowhere and prop themselves up next to the tents, and the dusty paths almost glitter. A whine comes from the carousel that now spins with shiny horses, and amazing smells of funnel cakes and iced drinks waft over from my left.

      All at once, the ghosts appear.

      I swallow. I’m still not used to the ghosts. They freak me out a little.

      Juliette squeezes my hand. “I’m going to go see Victor. See you later?”

      I nod and wipe my hands on my shorts. Strolling right toward us is Benny. Juliette says hi to him, and he gives her a small smile, but his eyes are on me. My heart flutters. This is bad.

      “Thanks for helping me out in New Orleans,” I say to get it out of the way. He smells like he always does, of whiskey and gunpowder.

      He gives me a crooked grin. “My pleasure, doll. I should be upset that it didn’t work, but I’m not. Not really.”

      “Well, I don’t feel the same way. No offense.”

      I want to wipe away the hair that falls over his beautiful deep brown eyes, but I don’t.  I’m not sure what I plan on doing here, but falling in love with a ghost is not on my agenda. Besides, look what happened last time I fell for a guy.

      He turned out to be an asshole

      Benny chuckles. “None taken.” He looks down and shuffles his feet. It’s odd to see him self-conscious.

      “How did you get back here?” The creepy girl who tried to hold me down in the airport stalks up to me, one hand on her hip and a pout on her lips, her gray teeth poking out.

      I take a step closer to Benny, and he places a hand on my back. I shouldn’t appreciate it, but I do.

      “Samuel brought me back.”

      The lice girl sidles up to Benny’s other side, and he wrinkles his nose. “Benny, can you tell Samuel that we’re trying so hard? We want to stay here after the circus is over.”

      He shakes her off and steers us away from them. “Callie and I are getting food. You’ll find Samuel at the main event.”

      They start to follow, but the birds that hover around Benny swoop down between us. “Those birds are handy,” I say.

      “I know.” He chuckles.

      A raven lands on his shoulder, and he pulls out a piece of jerky and feeds the bird. The raven nuzzles his face and flies away.

      We wander out toward the food tents, past the bear pens, and Benny chatters about his last couple of weeks. I listen a little distractedly, unable to get Samuel off my mind. He isn’t taking my bait. He should be at least irritated with me by now, but he doesn’t seem to care at all. I don’t know how to make him not want me here anymore.

      “You want more junk food?” Benny asks. “I convinced the lemonade maker to give blueberries a shot.”

      My breath catches. Benny listened to me when I said I loved blueberry lemonade. That was a few circuses ago.

      He reaches his hand out to me. I stare at it, but I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to give him the wrong idea. I can’t like him. He’d been too much of a distraction.

      I don’t take his hand, but I give him a smile.

      “A lemonade would be great.”

      He lets his hand drop, but his expression doesn’t change. We spot Samuel near the big tent, and he heads straight for us.

      He scowls at Benny. “Of course you’re with her. Kill her this time, will you?”

      “Can’t pop her until the new moon,” Benny says with a wink at me.

      “You haven’t succeeded so far.” He looks from me to Benny, and I realize that he’s jealous. Oh, this I can work with.

      I loop my arm through Benny’s and lean into him. “Benny and I were just going to get something to drink. Then, we’re going back to my boat.”

      Anger flashes across Samuel’s features for just a second. Then he gives a wide grin. “Well, enjoy your night. Benny, I hope you don’t fall for this. She’s just trying to make me jealous. For the record, it’s not working.”

      I keep up the charade until Samuel is out of sight and then let go of Benny. I give him a pitying smile. “Sorry. He’s right.”

      Benny chuckles. “It bothered him more than he let on. But honestly, if you want to really get to him, you’ll need to do more than just make him jealous.” He runs his hand through his hair and gives me one of his devastating smiles. “Though, I’m more than willing to help you in that regard. But if you really want to learn how to make him pay, you need to learn magic.”

      I stare at him for a second. “I’m not a witch or a voodoo anything.”

      “How do you know?”

      I’ve seen all kinds of crazy magic on the island, but it never occurred to me that I could do it. I would know if I was a witch. But maybe not. Maybe magic only works on the island.

      “I don’t, I guess. How would I find out?”

      “Lorena. Or Ruth. But Lorena will probably be a better bet.”

      I chew on my bottom lip. Lorena has always been helpful. I just hope she doesn’t laugh when I show up on her doorstep and ask if I’m a witch.

      “You want to see a show?” he asks.

      “Not really. I don’t want to watch anyone die.”

      “I know all the shows. We’ll leave before they get scary.”

      “Okay. Sure.”

      We weave through the people and pass the bathrooms. I hold my nose. They obviously haven’t been cleaned in a while. Something like a gunshot goes off, and I jump. Benny chuckles.

      “Here, this is one of my favorites.” He holds open a black tent flap, and I catch a glimpse of swords on the sign before he pulls me inside. There are no people here, but a large woman in a slip dress sits on the stage in front of the tent wall that looks like it’s made of brick. Every inch of her skin is covered in leopard print tattoos, but they appear poorly done. She has short dark hair with a round face and wears glasses, which I find odd knowing she’s a ghost.

      She waves us in, the skin on her arms jiggling. “Come in, darlings.”

      She fixes her beady eyes on us, and I give her a small smile, uncomfortable with her stare.

      “Kid, you know it’s been a long time since Benny brought a girl to my show.”

      I give a fake laugh.

      “Seriously, sis, it’s been years. Do you know what happened to the last one?”

      I shake my head, and Benny tenses next to me.

      “She died, love. Shame. At Benny’s hand, too, I think.”

      Benny chuckles uncomfortably. “Come on, Sara, this isn’t a girl you need to scare.”

      I wonder what he means by that. Is it because he doesn’t want me to be scared or because he knows I can totally handle it? I clutch at my sides. This tent is dark and shadowy and smells like death.

      She raises her eyebrows at me. “He must really like you. So, sweetie, tell me which sword would you like me to swallow.” She waves her hand over a table in front of her that I somehow didn’t notice before. She rattles off the names of the swords: Smiter, Rusty, Mr. Pricks, Sharpie, Bendy, Longfellow.

      Two more people enter the tent, and she waves them in.

      “Where you folks from?” she asks, and they just stare at her.

      “Let’s go,” the girl says.

      “No, we’re staying,” the boy argues with a tone of voice that I would never put up with.

      “Sit,” the sword swallower says. “And tell me where you kids are from.”

      “Chicago,” the boy answers and pulls the girl into the chair next to him.

      “Ah, Chicago,” Sara says. “I’ve been there. Can’t say I miss the horns honking and the smell of the sewer.” She looks at all of us like we are supposed to laugh, but it isn’t funny.

      She chuckles. “Okay then.” She picks up a sword. “I’m not getting any lighter, so I’ll start with Mr. Smiter.”

      She grins and waves the sword in front of us. Nobody reacts, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

      “We should all have a little iron in our diet.” She slides the sword into her mouth and down her throat. I expect blood to spurt out or something, but nothing happens.

      “Oh, come on,” says the girl. “I’ve seen that trick a million times.”

      Sara pulls the sword out of her mouth and hands it to the girl. “If you’re hungry, I’ve got plenty of swords around. Help yourself, smarty pants.”

      The girl just stares at her. Sara looks around at the rest of us and sighs. “Well, if you didn’t like that one, perhaps we should listen to Henry Wadsworth and go with Longfellow.”

      Benny whispers in my ear. “We should go.”

      I get up and follow him.

      “Where are you two going?” Sara calls. “It’s about to get good.”

      “Told you, Sara, Callie doesn’t like scary.”

      Sara cackles. “Then you are in the wrong place, dearie. Have fun.”

      We escape into the crowds of people as my mind reels.

      We walk past the big cats. Fiona growls in her cage, and I do a double take. Her hackles are raised, and she’s bearing down on a young woman.

      “Benny! There’s a girl in the cage with Fiona.” My heart thumps in my chest.

      He chuckles. “That’s Alia. She’s a ghost. No one chokes tonight, remember?”

      The last time a girl was trapped in there with Fiona, it was me, and I wasn’t a ghost. And it happened on a night like tonight, when I was wandering around with Benny. Except tonight is more like a date.

      But his last date ended up dead, according to Sara.

      “You hungry? Those sandwiches look good.”

      “Um. No. Can we talk?” I need to know about his last date. The one who ended up dead.

      He furrows his brows. “Sure. Let’s find a quieter place.” He hands me my lemonade, and the sweat on the cup makes it slick in my hand.

      He leads me toward some tables away from the hustle and bustle of the circus. The scorpion man steps right into my path, and I scream. He looks down at me and grins, and someone cackles to my left.

      “Come on, Benny, you’ll have more fun with us,” the lice girl says. The tall boy is back with them, but he’s watching the scorpion man.

      Benny grabs my hand and drags me away from all of them. It takes a few minutes for my heart to stop racing.

      “What’s up?” he asks, his face suddenly serious.

      “Did your last date really end up dead?” I slide my fingers along the gritty table.

      He runs a hand through his hair and lets out a breath. “I thought we weren’t on a date.”

      “You’re avoiding the question.”

      “Fine then. No, she did not. That was just Sara.”

      “Are you lying to me?” If he answered that outright, I might have believed him, but he didn’t.

      We’re nearly alone. The sounds of the circus float back to us, but aside from the lights, I can’t see anything.

      He purses his lips. “Why would I lie to you?”

      “Luke told me how you brought him to the island and what you did to his friend.”

      “Ah, that was my more vicious time. I’ve changed.”

      I take a step back from him. He doesn’t seem all that bothered by his past. Maybe he did kill his last date. “How do I know you’ve changed?”

      “You don’t. But I can try to explain.”

      “Why bother? In the end, when you get bored of me, you’ll just kill me.” My voice has risen a few notches, and I can’t believe I let the island blind me. He’ll hurt me just like Samuel did. Yeah, he protected me from Samuel earlier with his birds, but what if he was just doing that because he didn’t want Samuel to have me? No one on this island is sane. Luke tried to warn me that both Benny and Samuel were bad. He is right about Samuel. He’s probably right about Benny, too.

      “I’m not going to get bored of you, and I won’t kill you.”

      “What you did to Luke’s friend. That was way cruel. Is that the worst of it?”

      He hangs his head.

      “That’s what I thought. I can’t do this. I appreciate the birds more than you know, but you are a cold-blooded murderer. For some reason you decided not to murder me, but that doesn’t mean you won’t kill again. I’m sorry.”

      I flee. He doesn’t chase me, and I make it back to my boat and slam the door and lock it. I flop onto my bed, wondering if I’ve done the right thing. My mind is spinning. I don’t trust my thoughts or my feelings anymore.

      Benny isn’t trying to kill me because he wants to. He’s doing it because he has to. Because of Samuel. Or maybe not. Maybe it’s all Benny. I don’t know anything.

      This island is getting to me. All this death and mysterious people.

      The truth is I have no idea who I can trust or really if I can even trust anyone.

      Maybe, in the end, they’ll all betray me.
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