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      “Can you tell me where I can find Luke Legrange?” I ask.

      The girl pops her elbow out. She’s wearing a sports bra and yoga pants, and her body is completely ripped. She looks about my age or maybe a few years older. “Who’s asking?” She has a thick southern accent but speaks much more intelligently than the ferryman on the way over.

      “My name is Callie Spruce. He’s my uncle.” I look around at the run-down circus in the middle of a Louisiana swamp island. It’s the last place I wanted to be for the summer. And it looks like the so-called circus is dying a slow death. Which is appropriate, I guess, since it’s called Circus of the Dead.

      The girl sizes me up. “I’m Shelley. Follow me. Is he expecting you?”

      “Yes. My mom said he wanted me to come help him.”

      “Don’t know what Luke would possibly need help with, but come on.” My wet flip-flops squish on the damp earth. I watch my toes, not wanting to run into any more creepy crawlies. On the way over to the island, in a boat I thought for sure would sink to the bottom of the forsaken swamp, a snake fell out of a tree and right onto my head.

      An arguing couple goes silent as we pass, glaring at Shelley. As soon as we are out of earshot, she speaks.

      “They don’t like me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m an acrobat. They are clowns.”

      Not very good clowns unless their mission in life is to make everyone else as grumpy as they are.

      We pass a few more people, all who look tired or crabby. A few say hi to Shelley, but she doesn’t introduce me. Shelley seems close to my age, but all the rest of the people seem much older.

      We wind down another muddy path away from the circus and into the swamp. The island seems bigger than I initially thought, and I scan the thick leafy trees for falling snakes. Shelley doesn’t seem bothered by the trees. Maybe she’s not scared of snakes.

      We take another turn at a fork in the path, and soon the dirt ends at some wooden planks.

      “Be careful,” she says. “Don’t step off the boards, or you’ll fall right in.”

      Sure enough, the damp earth on either side of the path has turned to water. A few of the boards are missing, and she deftly skips from one to another. Good thing I have decent balance. I look down and hope I don’t see an alligator. Something stares up at me, but it looks almost human. I shiver and concentrate on my feet. My imagination is running wild.

      “Maybe Luke will take one look at me and insist I go back to California.”

      “He probably will. Luke don’t like anyone.”

      Then why on earth did Mom send me to stay with him? When she put me on a plane this morning, I begged her to reconsider, but she didn’t. “When family needs help, you go, and Uncle Luke needs help.”

      I should’ve known that things were about to get worse. I left my phone in the Uber, and the creepy ferryman dropped my backpack—with my laptop—into the swamp. So here I am, on an island in the middle of nowhere, no phone, no laptop, no way to contact anyone back home.

      “Believe it or not, that’s the best-case scenario.” Once I meet Luke, and he tells me this is a mistake, I will call Mom or Dad from his phone. I have their numbers memorized since I’ve lost my phone at least three times, either in the water or on the beach. This isn’t my first time having to borrow a phone. Then, they’ll buy me another plane ticket and let me come home and spend the summer surfing the waves with Maddie—my little sister by eleven months and BFF.

      “If you say so.”

      The trees thin, and several houseboats come into view, all tied tightly to the dock. Shelley stops at a white houseboat at the end with the paint peeling off, and she pounds on the door.

      “Luke,” she yells, “you got a visitor.” Shelley gives me a tight smile and takes off back down the docks. I want to yell after her not to leave me here after what she said about Luke, but my voice catches in my throat.

      I stand on his rickety front porch. He opens the door, wearing a dirty wife-beater, and has a cigarette hanging off lips that are covered with a dark mustache. He blinks at me.

      “Tara?”

      I swallow my fear. “No, she’s back in California. She told me I had to come and help you. I’m her daughter Callie.”

      He tromps across the deck, his dark beady eyes never leaving mine. “You can’t stay here.”

      I cover my nose. He smells of sweat and meat, and I can practically taste the rottenness.

      “Mom said I had to stay with you for the summer. That you wanted me to come work with you or whatever.” Obviously, Mom didn’t inform Luke I was coming. But that’s crazy. She wouldn’t have done anything like this without discussing it with him first.

      He blinks slowly, not saying a word.

      I take a step back. “So…do you think…”

      He grips my arm and drags me away from the boat. My flip-flops catch on the decking.

      “Ow, let go!”

      His fingers pinch my biceps, and I stumble along in his wake, my duffle banging against my knees. I jerk my arm out of his grip and stop dead. “I will not be handled like this.”

      He drops his cigarette and puts it out with a toe, his furious eyes still staring at me. “We have to get you out of here. Now.”

      Luke clenches his jaw and grabs my arm again, pulling me around his boat. Oh heavens, he’s going to make me leave. I get to spend the summer with Maddie on the waves after all.

      He glances up at the rapidly setting sun and grunts, but he doesn’t respond. This is impossible. I can’t believe Mom would send me out here without talking to him. But maybe he’s just crazy and forgot that I was coming. Who knows.

      Luke yanks on my arm and drags me to a dinghy behind his houseboat.

      “Ow, you’re hurting me.” I bump against him, hoping I can break his grip, but he’s holding too tight, and I wonder what I’ve gotten myself into. The water sloshes up around the dock, and a pair of shoes floats by. It looks like the legs are still attached, but my eyes must be playing tricks on me.

      He shoves me into the dinghy and crawls in after me.

      “Sit,” he commands.

      Where?

      The dinghy smells like cat piss, and everything looks wet. I cover my nose, bile rising to my throat, but I don’t say anything. Maybe he’s taking me home. Or at least back to the mainland where I can find a phone and call Mom and ask if she knew her brother was nuts.

      My uncle cranks the motor on and rushes through the water. I fall, my knees and hands scraping along the floor. I rock back on my heels, my hands stinging.

      “Luke, stop!” I shriek. My life flashes before my eyes for the third time that day. Between the snakes, the gators, and my uncle, I’ll not survive even a day here.

      He yanks the boat to the left, and I fly into the side, knocking my head on a metal edge causing stars to flash behind my eyes. The motor makes a weird beeping sound, like a heart machine.

      He stops suddenly, and I shoot forward, landing hard on my side.

      “Dammit!” Luke yells, pounding the boat. “Dammit. Dammit. Dammit.”

      I lay there, scared to move. My shoulder aches, and I touch my forehead, feeling for a bump.

      Luke spins the boat around and flies back the other direction. The boat stops abruptly once again and nudges the dock. I’m still lying on the boat floor, not sure what to do. Luke hovers over me, his face promising murder.

      He offers his hand. “Get up.”

      I take it because I’m terrified of what he’ll do if I don’t, and he pulls me up and drags me onto the front porch of his houseboat. He opens the door and shoves me inside.

      “Stay here,” he commands.

      I blink at him, utterly confused.

      “I mean it. Stay here. You cannot leave this boat. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I lie. What else am I gonna say?

      He slams the door shut, and the lock clicks. I brush off my shorts. Both my knees are pink, but overall, I’m okay. I pull my shirt up over my nose and breathe in Mom’s laundry soap because the stench in here is unbearable. Almost like rotten eggs and dog pee. I take a quick glance around. It’s like a hoarder’s house with boxes everywhere and dirty dishes piled high on the counters.

      I feel numb. Nothing makes sense.

      Luke is obviously off his rocker, and Mom had no idea.

      Luke is Mom’s brother, but this place is so far from Mom it’s not even funny. Sure, she is into some hippy dippy stuff, but she is always put together and not a slob at all. Appearances are everything to her. It’s why she put me in dance as a child. I was clumsy as all get out, and Mom couldn’t stand it. I’m grateful now, of course, because otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to learn to surf. Ballet taught me balance, but at the time, I hated it.

      I sink down onto a dirty couch and look around. I have the urge to search out rubber gloves and Clorox.

      The bed is tightly made up. It’s the only clean thing in the entire room, but it still probably smells like Luke.

      What would Maddie do? She’d make up some story about me being an FBI agent on the hunt for a murder weapon and how I got trapped, but because I’m smart, I can figure out how to get out.

      She’s right. I can escape on my own, but I have to wait until I’m certain he is gone or he’ll just throw me back inside. I swallow. The possibility that I am good and truly stuck is all too real.

      I close my eyes and count to a hundred. Then, I step over moldy boxes and filthy clothes. I have to get out of here. I’ve read more than one story of what creepy old uncles do to their pretty nieces. I yank on the front door, but it won’t budge, and I can’t find anything that remotely looks like a lock. Crap. He trapped me in here.

      I jiggle a few windows, but none of them open except the one my body won’t fit through.

      The back of the boat has a wide glass slider. It’s probably locked, too, but I try it anyway. It opens a fraction of an inch. I pull harder, but it won’t slide farther.

      Dang it.

      A fly buzzes in my face, and I swat at it. It lands on a stick of wood holding the door closed.

      Yes!

      I pop out the wood, wrench the door open, and step outside onto a wide porch, immediately assaulted by the heavy, wet air. The boat wobbles a little, and I try not to look down. All I see is open water, and I need to get back onto land. I could climb over the top of the boat. I search for a ladder but settle for a chair. I hoist myself up on the roof and gingerly crawl across it, hoping I don’t fall off and into the gator infested swamp. The front of the roof comes into view, and I give a yelp of victory. I scramble off the edge, down the dock, and head to the dark planked path. I have no flashlight, and I’m certain I’m going to step on something awful, but I keep moving. I have to get out of here.

      I come to the fork in the path and take a deep breath. I take the one that looks slightly lighter. As I make my way, the lights get brighter. I’ve taken the right path. A sign with “Circus” on it points down another path. Phew. I head down it, reach the end, and step out of the trees.

      Then, I freeze.

      The entire circus has transformed.
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      Holy flip. I stand there, mesmerized. The tired looking tents now shine brightly under yellow lights, and there’s at least a dozen more. They all have glowing green symbols on them. No effing way this is the same place I saw a bit ago. They must have elves that work super fast.

      Oh, my word. The island has gotten to me already. Elves aren’t real. Well, Maddie would argue they are, but that’s just Maddie. I must’ve just taken a wrong turn and ended up on the other side of the island. No wonder I thought the circus was lame. That was probably just the area where they stored old things. This is incredible.

      It’s almost romantic the way the lights shine over the clearing surrounded by trees. But like some things that are romantic, there is a creepy element to it. Especially with the moonless sky. A few stars poke through the clouds. Of course I would end up here on the new moon—the darkest night of the month.

      The toothless ferry guy wasn’t kidding when he said he had guests to pick up. People are everywhere. Mostly teens and twenty somethings, but there are a few older people. No kids, though. There must be two or three hundred people here.

      This is the best possible scenario. Lots of people meant someone would help me and less chance for Luke to find me. If he sees me, he might try to toss me back into his disgusting houseboat that smells like the bottom of a sewer, and I might never see my family again.

      I study the people and the shadows sneaking about. The workers have a defeated look about them like they are just going to work instead of experiencing something new. Some congregate in small groups and sneer at the guests. All is not well in the circus.

      A leaf brushes along my bare skin, and I rush into the crowd and past a porcelain fountain set up in the middle of the circus, spraying water high up in the air. Smells of cotton candy and popcorn fill the air.

      Couples and groups of friends line up at the door of the big tent, buzzing with energy. Gory signs depicting half-human creatures and bloody fingers hang on the sides of the tents. One tent proclaims, “Come see the ratagator!” with a picture of a half snake, half alligator. Another tent has a sign of an extremely tall man with a tiger head.

      Something feels off, but I can’t put my finger on what. It doesn’t matter. I just want out of this wretched place. I walk past the food booths, and my mouth waters. Elephant ears and corn dogs. Iced lemonade and cotton candy. All my favorite junk foods.

      A group steps right in front of me, cutting off my path, and I nearly run into a girl. They are all dressed in tatters, and lice crawl on the hair of one of the young women. I take a step back and cover my nose. They smell of garbage. I give them some room, but we’re still heading in the same direction.

      “Where should we start today?” asks the girl with lice.

      “The illusionist,” a tall skinny boy responds. His shirt hangs loose, and his pants are too short.

      “No,” the girl says in a whiney voice. “It takes too long. My vote is the tigers.”

      I turn around and head a different direction. I look around for a friendly looking face, someone who would let me use their phone to call my parents and an Uber. Instead, I see Luke, and I duck behind a tent to hide. My heart races. Then, I wrinkle my nose. This must be the outhouse.

      I peek around, and he’s gone. Phew.

      The line of people at the main tent has already disappeared inside, and a few more rush in.

      I stop in front of a couple, the typical cocky jock and gorgeous cheerleader. “Can I use your phone?” I ask.

      They rush past me without a second glance. Rude. Though I guess I should’ve expected it.

      A girl about my age digs around in her purse. She looks friendlier, more down-to-earth, and I approach her. “Excuse me, can I use your phone?”

      She blinks at me and cocks her head. “Uh, you don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Phones don’t work out here.” She pulls a bottle of water out of her bag and dashes past me into the tent.

      My chest feels like it is caving in. Like the world will never be the same. How could I possibly get home and away from my crazy ass uncle if phones don’t work?

      This is absolutely impossible. I am stuck here.

      I take a few deep breaths and force the feeling away. I can find a solution.

      I will just have to find someone who will take me away from here. Someone will understand my predicament. I’ll just go inside the tent and find a friendly looking girl or couple to take me home.

      A hand catches mine. Crap. Luke. I’m ready to scream and tell him to leave me alone, but instead I meet a dark piercing gaze. His eyes capture mine in a way that has never, ever happened before. I’m lost, and I want to stay lost forever.

      He drops my hand, and the spell breaks. “Sorry, doll, thought you were someone else.” He speaks in an Eastern accent like he’s from Boston or New York. It’s alluring.

      I wipe my hands on my shorts, trying to gather my thoughts. “It’s… it’s okay,” I stutter.

      His eyes still hold mine, but I manage to take in the rest of him. He has a sharp jaw and dark hair that falls across his forehead. He brushes it away and gives me a grin.

      He has broad shoulders but wears an odd, old-fashioned shirt and suspenders. He’s got that look that is dangerous but devastatingly handsome. The kind of guy who is sure to treat you like crap, and yet, you run back to him because his kisses curl your toes. That’s the kind of guy Maddie always falls for. The kind who takes you to the isolated cove at the beach and then never speaks to you again. She’s had her heart broken at least six times.

      Not me. Because I’m saving my first kiss for love. Silly, I know, but when I get kissed for the first time, I want a story to go with it. I want a connection and commitment.

      Several birds flutter down on the tent behind him. A raven perches on his shoulder, and a vulture flomps down next to him. He ignores the birds.

      If a bird landed on me, I’d dance around like a possessed woman. Also, why are the birds close to him in the first place? Birds don’t behave like that.

      “I haven’t seen you around. Are you here for the show?” He nods to the tent, still not acknowledging the birds. The raven nudges his cheek, and he reaches up and scratches the bird’s neck.

      “No. I’m visiting Luke.” I glance around to make sure he isn’t close by. At the tent across from us, a girl blows her nose into a wad of toilet paper. Her eyes are red, and a guy stands next to her, looking sick.

      The guy next to me creases his thick eyebrows. “Luke Legrange?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you want with him?” He looks over my shoulder, and I turn, hoping Luke’s not right behind me. Thankfully, he’s nowhere to be seen.

      “He’s my uncle.”

      “Didn’t realize Luke had family.”

      “Can you help me get out of here? I’m pretty sure Luke is crazy.” I have no reason to trust this guy, but I have no other options at this moment. He’s at least talking to me, and he seems fairly normal. Plus, he’s hot.

      He grins, and I think I might melt.

      “Doll, I don’t even know your name, and you’re already asking me to help you blow this joint.”

      I blush. Oh, this is so ridiculous. I am not Maddie, and I am not falling for the first good looking guy I see. I’m finding a way out of this wretched place.

      “I’m Callie.” I don’t meet his eyes. It’s easier that way.

      “I’m Benny the shark.” He stands there all cocky like.

      “I’m supposed to be impressed?” I fold my arms and stare back at him. He’s adorbs but way too full of himself.

      “Nah, I was just playing with ya. You barely landed here. How bout a tour? This circus is pretty grand.”

      “I just want to go home.” This is not at all what I expected when I got here. Especially the crazy uncle part. Surely Mom didn’t mean for me to spend the entire summer with him. She had to have misunderstood the situation. I can’t stay here.

      He hesitates for a moment. “Okay. First, let me show you something. You can’t leave the island without experiencing what we have to offer.”

      Right now, he’s my best shot to get away even if he does talk a little funny. Maybe sitting in on a show will give me more thinking time as well and less chance of Luke finding me. “Fine, but just one.”

      “How’d you end up here with Luke?” Benny steers me away from the main tent, and I keep my eyes peeled. The birds follow us. It’s unnerving. I can’t tell what most of them are, but they are mostly black.

      “Mom said he needed help and sent me here for the summer. But I can’t stay with Luke.” We steer past a group of acrobats. One blows Benny a kiss, and another one elbows her. He winks at her but doesn’t give her any more attention.

      He turns to me and holds his hands out wide. “This is the life. You don’t think?”

      I shake my head, and my stomach growls a bit. It’s been hours since I ate.

      “No way.” They’ll probably dress me up like those spooky clowns, that is if I survive the night with Luke. I can’t let him find me. “No offense.”

      “No problem. Where you from?” He brushes his hair out of his eyes, revealing thick brows. His gaze is absolutely captivating. Almost enough to distract from the smell of the food that is teasing my empty stomach.

      “California.”

      He gives a slow nod. “Been there. Nice beaches.”

      Sticky bodies from the crowd press up against mine. I had no idea this circus would be so popular. Especially one where the signs are all splattered with fake blood, and a scream rents the air every few seconds.

      “Yes. That’s what I mean. That’s where I belong. Not here. Not even for a summer.”

      “Maybe you’ll be surprised.”

      I wonder what his role is here. It seems like he works here, but he’s not wearing a costume.

      “What’s with the birds?” I ask.

      “Ah, they’ve always liked me. Plus, I feed them.” He takes a handful of sunflower seeds out of his pocket, and the raven grabs a few. Several other birds flutter down onto his hand and peck at the seeds.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “You want to try?”

      “No thanks.”

      A small kid runs out of a tent that has a man breathing fire painted on it. He rushes right to Benny and grabs his hand. “I want a ride!” He’s bouncing on his toes, grinning from ear to ear.

      Benny crouches down. “Not tonight, Jeffrey. I’m showing Callie around.”

      Jeffrey looks up at me. “Can he give me a ride?”

      I shrug, still not sure what’s going on. I keep my eyes on the crowd, ready to run if I see Luke.

      “How about a quick airplane ride, and then I need to take Callie to a show.”

      Jeffrey jumps up and down, and Benny swoops him up in his arms and runs in circles making airplane noises. Jeffrey laughs with his arms outstretched, but at the end of the ride, he pouts, and Benny grabs a cotton candy from the booth behind him. Jeffrey grabs it and runs.

      Benny’s all smiles when he comes back to me. “His mom won’t let him have cotton candy. She’s gonna have words with me when she finds out. But otherwise, we would have had a tagalong all night long.”

      We stroll along a row of smaller tents, and I try to keep my eyes open for Luke, but the tents capture my attention. All have signs proclaiming the horrors within. A man with three arms. Curse your enemies. Watch a vampire feed. Waterboarding.

      What on earth?

      “This doesn’t look like a normal circus.”

      “Oh, doll, it’s not. It’s a circus of horror. Quite an operation we got going here.”

      We walk past a group of clowns. Every one of them has his face painted white and fake blood dripping down their chin. A tall one with a bright blue wig bares his teeth. They’ve all been sharpened to points. Holy flip.

      “You want to check out the vampire?” Benny asks, and I take my eyes off the clowns. A crow lands on Benny’s shoulder, but he ignores it.

      I swallow. “No. It’s not real anyway. I can practically smell the fake blood.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “Not real? Let me show you.” His hand curls over mine, and warmth floods my stomach. My hand is sweaty from the humidity, and I hope he doesn’t notice.

      “I’m not sure vampires are my thing.” Maybe I watch too many horror movies or have been listening to Maddie spin too many tales. But yeah, I’m scared. Sue me.

      He points to the next door. “Maybe the snake charmer then?”

      In spite of my performance on the boat, snakes don’t scare me as bad as vampires. As long as I can keep a decent amount of space between them and me.

      And I really need him to help me get off this island.

      “Okay. But just this one show.”

      He pulls back the yellow tent flap. I glance around one more time and spot Luke just on the other side of the vampire tent. I rush inside and hope he didn’t see me.

      A small half circle of a dozen chairs is set up with a tiny stage in the middle. Benny motions for me to take a seat, and I sit, feeling the cold metal of the chair on my thighs. He pulls his chair closer to mine and rests his arm lightly on the back of my seat, letting his fingers brush the bare skin of my upper arms. I shiver.

      The tent smells wrong. Cheap air freshener mixed with wet dog. Though, I’m not sure what the tent of a snake charmer should smell like. Maybe this is normal.

      Other people filter in until the seats are full, the lights dim in the tent, and a spotlight shines on the center stage, revealing symbols carved into the wood. It is less than three feet from any of us. A man stands there, wearing nothing but a loin cloth. His body is well defined, but he is hardly attractive. Blue snakeskin tattoos cover every inch of his body. He is bald and has a barb through his nose, and his eyes move around, making contact with everyone. They are gold and slitted like a cat’s. Those are some wicked looking contact lenses. He lingers on me for a moment, and I am unable to look away.

      He breaks the gaze, and a sneer forms as he stares at Benny. If I didn’t know my crazy uncle was possibly waiting just outside the tent flap, I’d make a run for it. I might anyway. This is so bizarre.

      The snake charmer bounces on the balls of his feet and closes his eyes. His lips twitch, and his tongue slowly rolls out, splits in two, and curls at the end. I recoil, and Benny chuckles softly.

      The abominable tongue is six inches long and flicks like a snake’s. I desperately want to look away, but I can’t.

      He steps off the stage and moves around the semi-circle. He stops in front of me, and I cower into Benny.

      The snake man drops down into a crouch. His strange eyes meet mine, and he flicks his tongue out. I screech, and the chair moves back. Benny pulls me closer to him, but I move away. I don’t need him. I can handle myself, thank-you-very-much.

      My eyes dart around, and everyone is staring open mouthed. What kind of sick people come to this place?

      The snake man moves on and stops in front of another girl who isn’t any older than me. She wears a summer slip dress that lands mid-thigh. Instead of crouching in front of her, he holds his hand out, and she takes it eagerly. What is she thinking?

      He leads her onto the stage, and she stands about a foot from him, her eyes drinking in his face. He takes her hand in his and runs the forked tongue up her arm. If that were me, I would run in the other direction, but the girl just stands there with a small smile on her face. If I wasn’t so disgusted by the whole scene, I would’ve thought she was enjoying it.

      He continues to move up her arm to her bare shoulder. She shivers. He slides his tongue up her neck and flicks the edges in her ear. Without warning, he spins her around and pulls her close to him, pressing her back into his chest. His ridiculous tongue laps against her chin, and she arches against him.

      “Close your eyes,” he hisses.

      She does as he commands, and he wraps his arms around her, holding her against him. A flash of movement catches my eye from across the stage. A gigantic snake slithers toward the couple. I grip Benny’s hand, hating myself for doing it.

      I’m not sure where this is going, but it can’t be good. The snake moves slowly but deliberately. About a foot from the unfortunate girl, it rises with a massive hood. The girl still has her eyes closed, and the snake charmer hisses.

      In a flash, the snake strikes the girl on the neck. Her eyes fly open, and she screams. The noise pierces my ears, and I want to scream with her, but no one else seems bothered by it. They all just stare as if they are waiting for something.

      The snake man holds her against him, and the snake strikes again, getting her cheek this time. The girl writhes and struggles against him, but the man holds her tight. The snake strikes twice more. Small trickles of blood flow down her cheeks.

      I can’t look away. This can’t be real.

      The girl falls limp in his arms, and the snake man lays her gently on the floor. He crosses her arms and runs that tongue across her cheek. Is she dead? She can’t be dead.

      The girl doesn’t move.

      I can’t take it anymore. I dash out of the tent, and birds scatter as I run through them.

      I clear the tent, and Benny catches up with me. “You okay?”

      “No! What was that?” I spin in circles trying to catch my breath. The pictures on all the tents make me gag. Blood, teeth, snakes, alligators, abominable creatures.

      Benny rests a hand on my arm. “It’s only a show.” He seems so nonchalant about it. It’s maddening.

      “A girl just died,” I shriek and back away from him.

      He keeps my eyes captured with his. “Yes. And she dies every show. They’re married, actually.”

      Of course she’s not dead. It’s just a show, and they are just actors. “It looked so real.” My head spins, trying to make sense of it.

      “You really think our operation would still be running if our snake charmer killed someone every show?”

      I walk slowly out of the row of tents, keeping my eyes out for Luke. “I guess not. But that was twisted.”

      “Twisted is what we do.”

      “What’s this ‘we’ business? You can’t be older than eighteen. What do you do?”

      “I find all the people to witness this circus of death. People die in every act.”

      “So, all the people who come here want to watch people die?” The crowd is made of mostly younger adults who look normal. College kids probably looking for a scare.

      He shrugs. “Yeah. It’s better than a picture show, I guess.”

      No wonder my uncle wanted to lock me in his boat for the night. He almost seems slightly sane to me now compared to everything else. This is twisted. I never thought Circus of the Dead was literal.

      I shiver.

      Suddenly, all the tents seem evil, and I’m no closer to going home than I was thirty minutes ago.

      I want to find a hole, crawl into it, and never come out again.
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      “Can you please just help me get out of here now?” I ask Benny. My eyes flick around the crowd, and my crazy uncle is nowhere to be seen, but black birds are everywhere, and people dressed up like zombies and vampires roam around. Inside every one of these tents is an act where someone supposedly dies. People seem so happy for such a horrible place. They laugh, shriek, and eat cotton candy. This is not my idea of fun.

      Benny leans against a post and pulls out a silver knife that he uses to clean under his fingernails. “The ferry doesn’t leave for a couple hours.”

      “A couple hours?” This is so impossible. At least I’ll have a tale for Maddie when I get home. “What am I going to do until then?”

      Anxiety creeps into my chest again. I don’t know if I can hide that long from Luke, and I certainly don’t want to watch more people die. The noise around us grows, and it sounds like a freeway with cars rushing past, but it’s just the buzz of people.

      “Watch the shows? There’s some pretty great ones. The big cats are my favorite.” He grabs a couple of cups off a tray carried by a girl who looks like a puppet with rosebud red lips and coal black eyes. The drink is an unnatural blue color.

      “I’m not drinking this.”

      He chuckles. “It’s only juice. Come on, ya ain’t afraid of juice, are ya?”

      “It’s made to look like poison.”

      He shrugs and takes a sip of his. I do the same. It tastes like Gatorade, and it’s cool in my throat after the heat of the day. Benny moves fluidly like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Like the circus is here just for him. His confidence is a little unnerving.

      “So. Another show?” He points to a tent with a fire swallower on it. Not many people are going in.

      “No, thank you. I’ve had enough death.” He probably burns from the inside out.

      “They’re not all that bad. You have to see there is some beauty here. I love the circus. It’s my home.”

      “It’s not mine, and it’s too gory for me.” I have to stop looking at him. His dark brown eyes draw me in, and I’m insanely curious about him.

      “I’ll find shows with a little less burning for you to pass the time. Like the big cats. I love animals, and tigers are my favorite.”

      The raven on his shoulder squawks, and he chuckles. “Correction. Birds are my favorite. Tigers are my second favorite.”

      I swallow and look away from him. He’s distracting me from what I really need to do. I want to just go hide out at the ferry docks, but they are too exposed. Luke would definitely find me there. We have to hide among the crowd, and Benny is a good person to hang with until I can leave.

      “You seem to really want to see the big cats. But I can see those at any circus.”

      He gives me an Are you crazy? look. “Tigers are the most fascinating creatures on earth. They are incredibly compassionate, yet could kill in the blink of an eye. You’ve got to meet Fiona. She’s a teddy bear. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      We wander through the tents, and as much as I want to keep my eyes down, I can’t. A woman screams, and someone runs past me, stomping on my toes with muddy tennis shoes, but I don’t even look down at the damage. Less than twenty feet from me, a man dangles from the end of a rope, his eyes bulging out. It’s not real, I remind myself, but I still gag and grip Benny’s hand, burying my face into his shoulder. I may have just met this guy, but right now, he’s a safer bet than anything else. Plus, he smells good. Like whiskey and gunpowder. Which beats the stench of sweat that hangs over the circus.

      He chuckles. “It’s only a show. You’ll like the tigers better.”

      “I know. But it looks so real. You really think I believe that there’s a tiger here that won’t hurt anything?”

      “She just pretends to rip people limb from limb.” He chuckles, but I’m not sure I believe him.

      He continues to pull me along, and I stare at my feet, Luke be damned. I cannot stomach other fake-deaths-but-look-so-real-that-I-might-vomit. My toes, normally coated in sand, are now covered in dirt. The red from the pedicure Maddie gave me the other day is barely visible.

      Something skitters next to me, and I jump. Benny pulls me to the side, but not soon enough. Next to me is a man over six feet tall. His chest is ripped and his face devastatingly handsome, but his body is that of an insect. Eight legs extend from his body and skitter on the ground. People give him a wide birth. He turns to the side, and a large tail rises up, curling into his body, a foot-long stinger at the end.

      Oh, hell no.

      I tug on Benny’s hand to go down an alley with only a few people.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      He gives me a crooked grin. “That was Simon. Great costume, eh?”

      “Costume. Yeah, right. It looked so real.” I feel too exposed here, but at least I’m not about to get impaled by a human scorpion. I stay alert now, watching for anyone who looks remotely like Luke.

      “That’s why the circus makes a racket.”

      We stroll past a tent labeled “Fortune Teller,” and I snort. My mother would be all over that. Her psychic comes over to the house at least twice a month. The incense she burns lingers in the house for days afterwards.

      I catch a glimpse of a dirty wife-beater, and I don’t hesitate.

      “I’ve never had my cards read!” I pull Benny into the tent and let out a breath of relief. I don’t think Luke saw me.

      Benny stumbles behind me. “I thought we were going to see Fiona.”

      “Oh, come on. I want to get my fortune read.” Plus, I really don’t want to see Fiona pretend to rip someone limb from limb.

      Benny rubs the back of his neck. “You know, it’ll be gruesome, right? That’s what she does.”

      “I’ll be fine.” A gory tale from the fortune teller won’t be anything like seeing those live acts.

      The tent smells like sage and essential oils. It is decorated in pinks and purples with an impossible chandelier hanging in the middle. It’s a tent for crying out loud.

      A woman wearing a flowy white gown enters from the back. She looks to be about thirty with slick black hair tied into a bun. She doesn’t look as if she belongs in this demented circus.

      Her eyes move past me to Benny.

      “I see you’ve brought me a victim.” Her voice is low and gravelly. I swallow. Maybe this is scary after all.

      “I’ve done no such thing. The doll insisted.”

      The woman glides over to me. “Did she now?” She holds out her hand. “I’m Lorena. And you are?”

      I shake her hand, but I’m afraid she’s going to eat me. “Callie.”

      “Callie. Is that your full name or just a nickname?”

      “Nickname. My real name is Calliope.”

      “Interesting name. Like the instrument.”

      I’m impressed she knows the reference. Most people don’t. They are huge piano like instruments that sat on the top of riverboats in the old days. My mother loves them. “Come sit and let me tell you how long you have to live.”

      I roll my eyes. Sure. Whatever.

      I sit on a damp pouf next to a small table. Benny settles on the floor next to me, and Lorena sits across from me with a flourish.

      “Hand, please.” She holds out her own. It doesn’t match her voice, which sounds like it belongs to a sixty-year-old woman. Her skin is smooth and wrinkle free.

      “Actually, I was hoping for a tarot card reading.” The longer I hide out in here, the closer I am to getting back on a ferry without running into Luke.

      She raises her eyebrows. “Are you sure? Those can be quite a bit scarier.”

      “I’m sure. I just saw a woman attacked by a cobra and a man turned scorpion. I can handle a scary fortune.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure, dearie. But if you insist.” There’s an edge to her voice like she doesn’t really want to do the reading, but maybe that’s just her way to add creepiness.

      She pulls out a deck of cards from underneath the table. “You must be absolutely certain. There is no going back once the fortune is read.”

      I wave my hands. “Just get on with it.”

      “No. You must commit,” she growls.

      “Fine. I’m certain I would like to have my fortune read.”

      She meets Benny’s eyes. “Very well. Let’s do a one-card draw to determine your immediate fate. After that, we’ll do a full spread.” She shuffles the cards, and they are so worn that they barely make a whisper. She lays the cards out on the table. They are black with strange writing, and I feel like I’m in an episode of Supernatural. I could handle being rescued by the Winchesters.

      “Choose any card,” she says.

      The cards’ strange energy pulls me in. Mom always talked about the way the cards spoke to her. Which I always thought was nuts. My hand hovers over a card near the far right. I slide the card out about halfway and then change my mind. Instead, I go the far left and take the card on the very top. I hand it to Lorena.

      She stares gravely at the card. “Are you certain? Perhaps that card calls to you even more.” She points to the half-slid-out card.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Very well.” She flips the card over, and a grin forms over her lips.

      “What?” I ask.

      She lays the card slowly in front of me. “Lovers.”

      I let out a breath of relief. “I thought for sure I’d get the death card.” Not that it would mean anything, but everything feels so real here.

      I steal a quick glance at Benny. He raises his eyebrows at me. Was this some sneaky way of trying to get me to hook up with Benny? If he thinks that, he’s got another thing coming.

      “Lovers is not the best card to get. You are now bound by this fortune, whether you want it or not. Forced love is not something everyone wants, but that is neither here nor there. That card was not meant to be your fortune, and now you have forced it to be so. That never ends well.”

      Right. Because that wasn’t scary enough. Ten bucks she tells me I should’ve chosen the death card. “Why was that not supposed to be my fortune?”

      “Because that was not your first instinct.” She waves the card that is half out. “Go ahead, let’s see what you get.” Death card. Bet.

      “Sure.” I draw it out and flip it over.

      She gasps. “The eight of swords.”

      “Not death. How disappointing.” I chuckle a little. Mom’s fortune teller is always having to explain away fortunes that don’t come to pass. I have no idea why she keeps paying her.

      Lorena sits up straighter, her lips pursed. “You mock my art. Do you not understand the eight of swords?” Her eyebrows crease together, and she frowns.

      “I don’t really care. It’s not death.” I look at Benny and give him a grin, but he frowns as his dark hair falls into his eyes.

      “It’s worse than death, dear. Each of these cards is tied directly to the circus. Your love will be found here; the lovers card ensured that. The eight of swords…that means you are trapped. You can never leave this island.” She frowns and creases her eyebrows.

      I can’t help myself. I laugh out loud, but it comes out fake. “Yeah, right.”

      I look up at Benny, but he looks just as worried as Lorena does. The tent suddenly feels stuffy and tiny as if the flowing fabric is reaching down to strangle me. I grip the edge of my pouf, feeling the silky material slick in my hands.

      “Why would the eight of swords mean I’m trapped?”

      “You see the woman there. She’s trapped by the swords. She cannot escape. You may try, but you will never get off this island. I suggest you make yourself at home.”

      No. That’s impossible. Mom and Dad said just for the summer, which seemed like an eternity at the time. But really, I can leave anytime I want, and they won’t send me back here. I’m leaving tonight.

      “It’s just a stupid fake fortune.” Suddenly, I can’t get out of there fast enough. Something about this feels too real.

      I stand and rush from the tent.
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      Benny chases after me and catches my hand. My mouth goes dry, and I can’t figure out my own emotions. Benny stares at our hands for a moment then drops his to his side.

      “Let’s go see the big cats. Come on.” He takes off, and birds flutter after him. I follow him because I don’t know what else to do, and I nearly run into a kid wearing jeans that look like they are going to fall off at any moment. I step around the kid and catch up to Benny.

      “You don’t seem worried about my fortune anymore.” Maybe I misinterpreted his look in the tent. I take large strides, all while trying to keep an eye out for Luke. So far, it doesn’t look like he’s around. The caliber of people has changed, though. Instead of silly college kids and teens, now it’s mostly adults who look like they belong in prison.

      “As you said. This is the Circus of the Dead, so of course, you drew a horrible card.” Benny walks quickly, and I’m having trouble keeping up with him.

      “But the other card was the lovers card.”

      “Illusion. You played right into what she wanted.” He gives me a quick grin and grabs my hand. “Let’s go. I can’t wait to show you Fiona.” The excitement on his face is almost enough to make me want to meet this tiger. Almost.

      There was nothing to that fortune. It was just Lorena trying to scare me. But everything here is trying to scare me.

      The sky has grown even darker from the clouds that rolled in, and there isn’t a star to be seen. Fewer people mill about, and they speak in soft voices. Gone are the screams of earlier. The air smells funny. It’s wet but with no salt. I miss the light and fun feel of the beach. This feels heavy and oppressive.

      “It seems much later than it was before, but we couldn’t have been in there that long.”

      “Time passes strangely at the circus. It’s almost dawn.” His face is determined, and I wonder what he means because it was just midnight.

      “But it’s only been a couple hours since the sun set.”

      He stops and looks me right in the eye. “Are you sure?”

      I falter. No, I’m not, but it doesn’t feel that long. “I don’t have my phone, so I have no idea.”

      He pauses for a half second and touches my cheek. “Trust me. The sun is coming. Come, doll, I want to show you the big cats.”

      “Wait. If it’s nearly dawn, then we should go to the ferry. I’ve seen plenty of tigers in my day, and I need to get off this island.”

      “You need to meet Fiona. We have about an hour. Plenty of time.”

      I chew on my bottom lip. I want to argue, but Benny is my key to getting off the island. Normally, I would just take off on my own, but I don’t really want to run into another scorpion or snake man by myself.

      The smell of ammonia hits me, and I cover my nose. “Where are we?” I ask.

      He points to an orange rolling cage. Or at least, once upon a time, it’d been orange with green symbols. “The big cats.”

      A large tiger prowls back and forth and growls as we approach. She barely has room to turn around.

      “That’s too small of a cage for her.”

      “I agree, but if you don’t like it, talk to your uncle.” Benny’s not looking at me. He’s looking at Fiona the way my mother looks at our dog.

      “Luke? Why?”

      He draws his attention away from Fiona and back to me. “Because he’s in charge of the big cats.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “We have to get out of here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Luke’s looking for me, and I don’t want him to find me.”

      The tiger roars, and I jump back. No way am I to be her dinner.  I’m sure I taste better than whatever gruel they give her here.

      “Well, if he’s looking to pop you, and he knows you don’t want to be found, he won’t be here.”

      Benny has a point. This is probably the safest place for me until it’s time to go.

      “You want to feed her?”

      “Feed the tiger?”

      Benny raises his eyebrows. “Yeah. I do it all the time.”

      I look over my shoulder. “Sure.” I have only one hour, and this whole nightmare will be over.

      We walk around the side of the cart and into a small building with a kitchen full of freezers and refrigerators. Benny opens a fridge and pulls out a bloody steak and hands it to me.  The heavy chunk of meat is cold in my hands.

      I wrinkle my nose at the smell. I’ve never seen a raw steak so close up.

      “What’d you think? You’d be feeding her tacos? She eats steak. You can wash your hands later.”

      I’ll probably have to wash my hands five times to get the stink off.

      I hold it away from my body. Mom is vegan, and the last time I had a steak when we ate out, she glowered at me the whole time. At least that steak was fully cooked.

      “How do I prevent her from biting off my hand?” I can’t wait to tell Maddie I fed a tiger. Something good has to come out of this, right?

      He chuckles, and I notice that he has dimples. “You don’t hand feed a tiger. You just throw it at her.”

      On the end of the cart with the tiger, Benny opens a small door, big enough for me to climb into. “Go ahead. I’m right behind you.” His eyes sparkle with excitement, but there’s something hard behind his expression. One of the birds behind him caws loudly.

      “And she won’t hurt me?”

      “Fiona is as docile as a house cat. She might lick you, but she won’t hurt you. I promise. Especially if I’m in there, too. Seriously, I’m right here.”

      I’ve never been this close to a tiger before, and I can’t wait. I climb up the set of stairs and into the cage. The door behind me slams, and I stumble a little.

      The tiger stands in front of me, breathing heavy, breath putrid.

      And she doesn’t look happy to see me. She growls and snaps her jaw.

      Nothing separates me from the hungry tiger with razor-sharp teeth.

      And Benny shut me in.
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      I drop the meat and fumble with the handle, but I’m trapped. Hot breath breezes past my ear.

      I can’t believe I was so stupid. I just assumed Benny was telling the truth. Oh, who am I kidding? I didn’t even think that far. I was just excited to feed a tiger. This is what I get for seeking help. I should’ve known better. I’m much better doing things all by myself.

      “Benny!” I scream. “Get me out of here.”

      But Benny is nowhere to be seen. I spin around. Neither is anyone else. I’m alone.

      Benny didn’t want to show me the tigers. He wanted to kill me. I think back to everything he told me. Maybe the deaths all around us are real and he was just pretending they were fake to lull me into a false sense of security.

      This is a twisted sick place, and the first thing I’m going to do once I escape is go straight to the police and have it shut down. But first, I have to get out.

      I turn back and face the tiger. I’ve never been this close to a predator like this. I have no idea how to get out of here. I’m gonna die. Mom, Dad, and Maddie will have no idea what happened to me. What the tiger doesn’t eat of me will get thrown to the gators.

      A small crowd gathers around the cage.

      “Help!” I scream.

      “Yes!” says the tall boy with the too big shirt and the too short pants. “This one’s gonna fight. None of the others fight.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut a moment. Everyone here thinks this is just part of the show. The meat sits at my feet, and I throw it across the cage, hoping to buy some time. I wipe my bloody hand across my shirt. The tiger turns her head and stares at the steak, but she makes no move for it.

      Dammit.

      A paw knocks me across the head. Stars flash behind my eyes, and I stumble and fall. The crowd outside the cart cheers, and my stomach lurches.  The bastard tiger is playing with me. I crawl to the door and fiddle with every knob and latch I can find. Every nerve in my body is on high alert.

      The tiger sniffs my neck, its whiskers tickling my back. My breathing comes fast. Surely, she doesn’t really want to eat me. Tigers eat deer and things. Not humans.

      But no deer or bunnies are in the cage with her. Only me. The tiger snorts and roars, and I feel her breath hot on my back.

      I whimper against the door. This seems like such a horrible way to go.

      “Look at the poor baby crying! Come on, tiger, bite her. Rip her head off,” the kid shouts.

      If I get out of here alive, I’ll personally tear that boy limb from limb. This is some sick circus, and I am going to be eaten alive by an effing tiger. I continue to mess with the door in the hopes that maybe I can make it work.

      My back suddenly burns, and I cry out. It takes me a second to understand. The tiger’s claws are splitting me open. The pain is worse than when I ran into a school of jellyfish. I curl into a ball and wait for the next blow. Hopefully, I’ve protected all my vitals.

      In some ways, I want it to go fast, but at the same time, I’m not ready to go. Maybe she’ll just toss me around a bit and leave me alone long enough for someone to rescue me.

      Another paw comes down on my back, and I scream out again. The crowd outside the cage cheers. I bite my tongue and taste blood.

      Suddenly, the door opens, and I fall out. Strong arms catch me, and the door slams shut.

      I look up into the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.
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      The man holds me gently. I can’t stop staring at him. He has a strong jaw and golden blonde hair. He smells of sandalwood and sage. I wonder if I’ve died. He looks like an angel, and if this is death, sign me up. Butterflies flutter in my stomach.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, and I shake my head. I may be trapped in the scariest place in the world, but at least it has good eye candy.

      He holds me tight across my lower back where the tiger didn’t scratch me, but the slices burn, and blood trickles down over his hands. I’m in too much pain to be dead.

      Footsteps jar the earth around me. “You found her. What happened?” Luke asks. I squeeze my eyes shut. This is awful. I’ve been trying so hard to avoid him, and he found me anyway.  Maybe my mystery savior will make sure I don’t go with him. He can get me on a ferry out of here and to a hospital. Surely Mom and Dad won’t make me stay here after I’ve been attacked.

      I open my mouth to speak, but my voice won’t work. Damn Benny.

      “I don’t know, but she was in with Fiona. She needs to get to Ruth.”

      Luke presses a finger into one of the tiger scratches, and I cry out.

      “I told you to stay put,” he growls. Then he hoists me up out of the arms of the man who saved me and flings me over his shoulder. So much for going home. My whole body trembles with the pain.

      “What are you doing?” Every step he takes jars my back, and I crane my head around to see if I can find the blue-eyed savior, but he’s gone.

      “I’m taking you to the nurse.”

      I clench my teeth with every bounce. Relief washes over me. At least I’m alive, and I have a good reason for going back to California. I’ll find a way to contact Mom, and she’ll get me out of here.

      As he walks, all I see is the dusty ground, muddy shoes walking by, and used plastic silverware.  A pair of dancing shoes comes into view, and Luke skirts around them. I follow the shoes up the legs and to the leotard of the body lying on the ground. A knife protrudes from the chest, and blood pools around it. I catch sight of the girl’s face.

      It’s Shelley. The one who helped me find Luke.

      I beat on Luke’s back. I’ve never seen a dead body before. Bile rises in my throat, and my heart pounds. Why is she dead? Who killed her? What is this place? “You have to stop and help her.”

      Luke pauses for a half second next to her and then continues. “She’s gone. You’re not. Someone else will take care of the body.”

      Shelley is real. Her death is real. This much I know.

      My breath catches. I almost died in that tiger cage.

      Luke flips open a tent flap, and I wrinkle my nose. The whole place smells like cardboard boxes plus a weird kind of incense.

      The floor is plastered with a dirty vinyl that looks like a chessboard. I’ve always hated chess. The rules don’t make sense to me. Dad likes to play and tried to teach me, but every time I thought I had a handle on it, he threw another new rule at me.

      “Oh, goodness, what happened here?” a squeaky voice asks.

      Please don’t tell me I’m about to have my scratches stitched up by a kid. This place doesn’t smell like a medical tent should, of antiseptic and latex. But it looks like a doctor’s office complete with gross pictures of internal organs hanging on the wall.

      “She got stuck in a cage with Fiona.” Luke’s voice is rough, but there’s an undercurrent of worry.

      “How?” the voice squeaks.

      Luke shakes his head, and his five o’clock shadow scratches my leg.

      I wish I could see her face. If she is under the age of twelve, I’m making my uncle take me to a hospital. Shouldn’t he? My back is sticky with blood. Surely, I need stitches. Plus, after this, I’ll need a therapist for the trauma.

      “Lay her down here,” she says. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she’s only six.

      I’m deposited rather roughly on a cot. I swivel my neck around. The woman staring at me doesn’t look a day under a hundred. Her watery eyes rake down my back. Geesh. Can she even see? This might be even worse than the twelve-year-old kid I envisioned.

      She squats down in front of me, dressed like a nurse from WWII movies. “I’m Ruth. What were you doing with Fiona? You know she’s a deadly animal, right?” Ruth cranes her neck around, and I want to slap her. Of course I know she’s a deadly animal. I’m not stupid.

      I swallow. I don’t know how to explain my suicidal tendency to climb in a tiny cage with a tiger.

      “I was just going to feed her. Benny told me she was safe.”

      “You were with Benny,” Luke barks.

      I swivel my neck around to look at him. “I didn’t know he was a murderous freak.” I give Luke my best glare, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

      Instead, he lets out a stream of curses and kicks the ground. Then he crouches down next to me. “Next time you see him, you stay far away.”

      I prop up on my elbows and wince. “Excuse me. There won’t be a next time. I am leaving. Get me out of here.”

      Both Ruth and Luke stay silent, and neither moves. I push up on the bed, but my back screams, and I collapse.

      Ruth pats my shoulder gently. “We’ll get this taken care of. Just hang on a few.”

      I can only see her wrinkly knees as she bustles about, opening cabinets and setting down bottles. It sounds as if she’s shuffling a deck of cards, and the noise grates on my nerves.  Luke stands and taps his toe.

      “Would you relax?” squeaks Ruth. “You’ll be here for a while. Sit down.”

      Luke’s dirty jeans move into my sight, and he sinks onto an old rickety chair. He crosses one leg and taps his fingers on his toes. Blood or something equally foul spots the bottom of his boots.

      “What else did you do with Benny?” Luke asks. I can’t tell if he’s fishing for information or just making conversation.

      “We went and saw that horrid snake show, and then we visited Lorena.”

      “You saw Lorena? Please tell me you didn’t let her read the cards.” His voice has risen three octaves.

      “Why else would I go to a fortune teller?” Besides, I was trying to hide from him. But I couldn’t very well say that.

      He seems different now. Maybe he was just shocked to see me and needed time to get used to the idea. Or, maybe he’s just crazy. He can act all nice now, but I’m not going to forget that he totally manhandled me and locked me in his creepy shack boat.

      Ruth pours an acrid smelling liquid on my back, and I hiss. It stings.

      “What card did you draw?” Luke asks, his voice trembling.

      I snort. “The eight of swords or something.” Both Ruth and Luke suck in a breath, but I choose to ignore it. “This is a messed-up circus, by the way.”

      “Circus of the Dead didn’t clue you in,” Ruth clucks and dabs my back with a cloth. The pain isn’t as smart anymore. The bed underneath me is wet with sweat, though.

      Luke doesn’t say anything for a long while. He shifts his legs and crosses them the other way.

      “Luke, can you take me to the airport? Obviously, Mom misunderstood about you needing help and everything.”

      Luke taps a finger on his knee. “I don’t know. After I thought about it, it might be nice to have you around for the summer. I haven’t seen Tara in a very long time, and I didn’t even know I had a niece.”

      “So why did Mom think you needed help?”

      He wiggles his knee. “I have no idea. I haven’t talked to her since before you were born. You could help me out with the big cats, though. I’ll not say no to an assistant.”

      “Um. One of those big cats just tried to kill me. I’m not going anywhere near them again. This makes no sense.” It sounds like he and Mom haven’t even talked recently. I don’t know why my parents sent me out here.

      “I know. Why don’t we try calling your mom later, and we’ll see what the mix-up is all about.”

      “Yes. That’s a good idea.” I’ll tell Mom how I almost died and that Luke doesn’t need help, and she’ll fly me straight home. Then, I’ll spend the whole summer working at the ice cream shop in the afternoons, hitting the waves in the morning, and sitting around beach bonfires at night. I can’t wait to get home.

      “We’ll have to find you a houseboat. Mine is too small for more than one person.”

      I grit my teeth. “I’m not staying here. You can’t make me.”

      “On this island, right now, I’m the closest thing you have to a parent. You’ll listen to me and stay until we get things figured out.”

      “You know, I thought earlier that you were trying to get me out of here.”

      “I was. But things are different now.”

      A monkey shrieks, and we all jump. Luke chuckles, but I don’t find it amusing. Maybe the monkey just got eaten by an alligator or Fiona.

      “How?” I ask.

      “I told you. I’d like you to stay for a bit.”

      Okay. He’s insane. For real. “But Benny tried to kill me. As soon as she’s done sewing me up, I’m outta here, and you can’t stop me.”

      Luke leans forward, his grimy face only inches from mine. I recoil from the smell.

      “And how exactly are you going to get off the island?” he asks.

      “I’ll take the ferry.”

      He laughs, and my stomach sinks. “The ferry only runs on circus nights, and we only do those twice a month. You’re stuck for at least another two weeks, and even then, I know the ferry master. I’ll tell him you can’t leave.”

      Two whole weeks avoiding murderous psychopaths. No way. “Fine, I’ll swim. The ride over wasn’t that long.”

      Luke laughs again. His breath in my face is like rotting feces. He’s psycho. I’ve got to get out of here.

      “You go right on ahead. Those gators will do more damage than my Fiona did.”

      I should’ve thought of them and the cottonmouths.

      Ruth tugs at my skin, but I feel nothing. My brain races to make sense of this horror show.

      “What do you do if there is an emergency?” I ask.

      “We call the police just like anyone else. They have boats they bring out to us.”

      Ugh. This wasn’t going well. “Okay. Call the police and ask them to bring me back. I was almost murdered.”

      “The police aren’t going to do anything.”

      I take a couple of deep breaths. Can I wait until the next ferry? I guess as long as I stay away from tigers. And gators. And snakes. And Benny. I’ll just hide in whatever house they put me in until then. In the meantime, I can figure out how to contact Mom and Dad. Maybe I’ll only have to be here a couple of days. Surely, Mom will see reason.

      “Fine. But I leave in two weeks then.”

      Luke rubs his chin. “Maybe.”

      Ruth runs a soft rag on my back. “All done, dearie. Don’t go pissing off Fiona again. You’ll have scars, but they should heal quickly.”

      Luke helps me up, and I follow him gingerly out of the tent. The circus smells different now. Less like junk food and more like rot. The tents have lost their luster from the night before. Luke walks next to me, and I can tell he’s taking care to go slowly. I cannot figure him out. We pass a tent with a massive pair of red dice stitched on the side. A corner of one of the dice is peeling away.

      A cat rushes in front of us, mouse in his mouth. My stomach growls, and I wonder if it’s safe to go searching for food.

      The ground is still muddy, and it’s starting to bug my toes. Everything about this place makes me want to crawl out of my skin.

      “Luke,” a voice booms. “How is your guest?”

      The blood drains out of Luke’s face.

      My savior stands there, and I take him in now that I’m not delusional with pain and my brush with death. He is tall, with a polished old-fashioned suit and a top hat, but it’s so polished it looks as if it has just come off the runway. It’s custom-made for sure. He is beyond handsome, more so than I realized when I fell into his arms. He’s the kind of guy that makes me miss my wave when I’m surfing. I swallow, not able to speak. His features are chiseled, and he has brilliant blue eyes and soft, flowing blonde hair. Where Benny is dark, this man is fair. They couldn’t be more different. His broad shoulders are covered by his coat, but I can tell he’s built underneath there. He’s young, maybe only a few years older than me, but has an air of authority.

      He’s the kind of guy I wouldn’t mind giving my first kiss away to. It would certainly be memorable. And what a story.  I may have to be here for two weeks. Might as well take advantage of it.

      Luke tugs on my wrist and pulls me closer to him. Ugh, he needs to take a good hot shower.

      “This is my niece. She’ll be leaving when the next ferry comes in.”

      A crow flutters by and knocks the guy’s hat askew. His face falls for a second, but he catches himself and straightens his hat.

      “Oh, no, I insist she stay. I’m Samuel.” He holds out a hand, and I reach to shake it, but he grips my four fingers and places a kiss on my knuckles. “Beauty like yours doesn’t come to our circus often. Perhaps you will join our show.”

      My stomach drops out. Yes, I will join the show. I will do anything for this gorgeous man.

      My uncle rips my arm out of Samuel’s grip. “She will do no such thing. She’ll be gone on the full moon.”

      Samuel laughs, an infectious kind of laughter that makes me want to join in. He swings his walking stick in a circle. “Oh, no, she’s not. She drew the eight of swords.” He turns on his heel and saunters away.

      And I can’t help but stare at his behind.
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      Luke’s jaw is tight as we march back through the circus. He moves faster now, and I have a hard time keeping up. Gone are the bright colors of the night before. The tired, dilapidated tents are back. They are all covered with a layer of dirt, and no one is around. I walk past a cage, and a monkey jumps at the bars, snarling at me. I move to the other side of the path and peek inside some of the tents as we pass. They are empty. There is no other side of the island. This is where the circus is. I wonder how they got it set up so quickly.

      Surely a bunch of people work here. But where are they all? Maybe they leave the island. It’s as if everyone from the night before just disappeared into the swamp.

      So. Weird.

      A hush has fallen over the clearing, but it’s not a peaceful hush. It’s more like the quiet before the storm when you know something horrible is about to happen and you can’t do anything about it.

      We weave through sad looking tents, and just before we escape into the forest, we pass a couple of picnic tables with a group of people. One guy wears a skewed orange wig, and they all have remains of white paint on their faces.

      “Whatcha got there Luke?” Orange wig calls out.

      “Just my niece.”

      The man takes a long drag on a cigarette and blows it out. “The acrobats are going to want her with losing Shelley and all, but we could use another clown.”

      Luke tugs me closer to him. “She’s not joining the circus. And if she does, she’ll work with me.”

      Orange wig stands up and stalks toward us. “You think you’re better than us, don’t you? Just because you work with the animals. You’re not, you know.”

      Luke takes a few steps back. “I know. But I could use an assistant.”

      The man frowns and sits back down. “Whatever. She’s too pretty for us anyway. Samuel will want her in something sexier.”

      I’m not joining their circus and certainly won’t be wearing something sexy. I’ll be gone in two weeks max.

      Luke pulls me onto the path, and we disappear under the trees. The whole conversation gave me the creeps. The branches and Spanish moss reach out to brush my shoulders. Even though daylight has returned, it still feels scary and dark. We hit the fork, and Luke takes off down the other one. A raccoon darts out in front of Luke, but he doesn’t stop. Raccoons can have rabies, right? What if there is another one ready to jump out and attack me?

      I follow Luke anyway. This path leads to a wooden walkway that opens to a weaving set of docks with thirty or so tiny houseboats tied up and crammed together. Luke stops in front of a dingy white one with Shelley painted on the door in black blocky letters.

      No way. I just saw her sprawled out on the ground, her skin pale and her eyes glassy. I cannot sleep in her house. My stomach lurches.

      “She just died.”

      Luke shrugs and rubs the back of his neck. “So she won’t be back. For all intents and purposes, this is yours now. I’ll let you sleep for a little bit, and then I’ll show you around. I’ll ask Fred to paint your name on the front door.”

      “Is there another boat I can stay in? One that is not the home of the girl I just saw dead on the path.”

      “No.” Luke chuckles. “I don’t know if you realize this or not, but people die here all the time. You’ll get used to it.”

      “What if I die?” I glance down into the water. A face looks up at me, and I jerk my head back up. I’m just imagining things.

      “Don’t you worry. We’ll get you out of here, and until then, I’ll make sure you’re protected.” He can’t be with me twenty-four seven. Is he going to walk around holding an umbrella over my head to keep the falling snakes off? Will he make sure I don’t step on an alligator? No way. He can’t protect me. He’s nuts.  Plus, he can’t exactly protect me from himself, and he seems just as much a danger as anyone else.

      “How?”

      He shuffles his feet. “Don’t worry about it.” He pushes the door open. “Make yourself at home. I’ll get your bag.”

      He leaves, and I peek inside, trying not to be too weirded out that I’m staying in a dead girl’s boat. Right now, I need sleep so I can figure out how to escape, even if I feel like this is totally morbid.

      “You taking Shelley’s place?” A familiar whistling floats through the air. I jerk around. The ferryman stands on the porch of the boat next to mine. Of all the people on the island, I get stuck next to him. No way. He’s a creepy old man who probably stalks pretty girls like me.

      “It’s just temporary.”

      He chuckles. “That’s what they all say. I’m Elias, by the way. Shelley was a pretty neighbor, but you’re prettier.” He gives a toothless smile. “I’ll come visit ya later. Get to know ya better.”

      I ignore him and step inside. I let out a breath and hope to hell there is a lock on this thing because I don’t want to find Elias sneaking into my boat at night.

      The shack smells musty, like it’d been empty for a while. Even though the sun is up, every curtain is pulled tight. Probably because of Elias. I fumble around and find a light switch next to the door, but it doesn’t do much good. The boat is still pretty dark. I let my eyes adjust.

      Every surface of the boat is painted black. The couch cushions are black, and so is the blanket on the bed. I turn and find myself face-to-face with a shrunken head hanging from the ceiling.

      Oh, heck no. I cower away and bump my head into another one. I shriek.

      Luke pokes his head in. “You okay?”

      Pentagrams and goat heads are painted on the walls, and the shrunken heads all stare right at me. “I’m not sleeping here.”

      “Sure, you are.” He shrugs. The walls seem to be whispering. Or maybe it’s just the wind. Maybe not.

      “Was Shelley some kind of witch?” I cross my arms and try not to touch anything creepy. My heart is pounding, but I’m trying to pretend like I’m fine.

      “Voodoo priestess,” he says like it’s no big deal.

      “I’m pretty sure this whole boat is possessed.”

      Luke thrusts my bag inside and tromps in after it. He grabs a shrunken head. “Let’s take these down.”

      He goes to work removing the heads, and I inspect the bed. The comforter looks clean, and I find sheets in a cupboard above it—black, of course. I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep.

      I make up the bed anyway. Even with all the scary crap, this is better than Luke’s pigsty. The sheets are smooth and satiny, which is good. I can’t stand scratchy sheets.

      Luke tosses the heads outside, and they land in the water with a splash. I don’t envy the poor soul who finds them floating. “We’ll see what we can do about redecorating tomorrow,” he says.

      “I’m not staying.” I set my duffle bag on the kitchen table. There is no point in unpacking it.

      “Do you want to stare at that the entire time you’re here? Even if it is only a couple of weeks?” He points at a large painting of a man whose bottom half is coiled up like a snake, and I cringe. A bird shrieks outside my window. I won’t be able to sleep no matter what. It’s too noisy.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Okay, sleep for a few hours, and then I’ll introduce you to people who can help you.”

      “And we’ll call my mom?”

      “Yes.”

      I give him a tired nod. My back isn’t in too much pain, but it’s starting to itch. I’ve been awake all night, and my brain isn’t clear. Maybe after I wake up, I’ll be able to craft a plan to get out of here. For now, I need sleep.

      I dig through my duffle and find my eye mask and ear plugs.

      Then, I collapse onto my stomach, pulling the wretched black cover over my back. I inhale. I smell a faint whisper of gunpowder and whiskey, which reminds me of a certain dark-haired murderous boy.

      Maybe this voodoo priestess got betrayed by Benny as well.
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      I have no idea how much time has passed. I need to get my hands on a watch or a phone or something. I stretch. My back burns a little, but it’s not horrible. As long as I don’t lean on anything, I should be fine.

      It’s too dark in the tiny space, so I fling open the blinds—the ones on the opposite side from Elias’s boat. Bright sunlight shines in. At least it’s not cloudy. I dig around my duffle bag. I looked up the weather before I came, so I only packed cut-off shorts, tanks, and no real shoes. I didn’t count on the bugs and critters.

      It is hot here, so the clothes will be fine, but everything outside is dirty and muddy. I crack open the door across from the tiny kitchen. Bathroom. Score.

      It’s clean but still dark and tiny. Another shrunken head hangs above the toilet. I pull the string off the hook and toss it into the trash and then set the trash can outside the bathroom. There is no way I can get naked with that thing in the room.

      I strip off my damp clothes and crane my neck around to see my back. There are no stitches, just angry red lines. I have no idea what Ruth used to close them up, but they look nearly healed. I step into the tight shower. The water is weak but hot. Thank heavens.

      I find a bottle of cheap shampoo and spend too long sudsing up my hair. It smells woody. How I longed to be washing the salt out of my hair. The showers at the beach were weak as well, but there, I was usually still dressed in my bikini and sharing a bar of soap with Maddie.

      My throat clogs up. That is the life I should still be living. What if I really have to spend the whole summer here? I might die before it’s over.

      I put on a light blue tank and denim shorts. My flip-flops will have to do, but I have got to get some real shoes. My stomach growls, so I open the fridge and find two moldy sandwiches. Nope, gotta find food somewhere else.

      Then, I remember.

      Benny might be out there and try to kill me again, and Elias will do who knows what to me. I crack open the door and squint in the sunlight. No one is around. I have to find someone, anyone, to help me out, or I’ll starve to death. I hate being dependent on other people.

      Yeah, I’m being dramatic. Something about this place makes me channel Maddie.

      My flip-flops slap against the rotting wood, and sweat forms on my face almost immediately. There will be no need for makeup here. I keep an eye around me, but the path is empty. It’s too quiet, not even birds singing. Though, at least then, I’ll hear the snakes coming.

      The trees are tall and seem to hover over me, watching my every move. Not a breeze stirs the leaves. My stomach forms in knots as I feel a strange foreboding creeping in. Shelley’s face crosses through my mind. That could’ve been me. Would Luke have been just as casual about my death?

      There is a mystery here, something not quite right. Part of me wants to dig into the circus’s secrets and discover what makes it so unique, but another part of me just wants to get out of here and forget all of this.

      The wood creaks behind me, and I turn around. But it’s just a bird. I let out a breath. Geez, Callie, get a grip. A faint whisper of cigar smoke floats around me. So weird.

      I follow the boardwalk to the muddy path. Water drips down on me from above, and I practically jump out of my skin every time a drop hits me. I stop at the fork, trying to remember which direction to go. It all looks the same. I suppose it doesn’t really matter.

      Benny or any of the other murderous freaks could be right around the corner.

      “Callie, is that you?” a woman’s voice calls, and it sounds exactly like Shelley.

      My heart stops.

      She’s come back to haunt me.
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      Lorena stands there in a long skirt and a tank, and I let out a breath of relief. For a second, I thought maybe ghosts were real. I’m an idiot. This island is getting to me. I study her for a moment. She wears galoshes and has a bucket in one hand.

      “Hey,” I say. I’m not sure if I should trust her or not. So far, no one I’ve met has been forthcoming or honest with me. Plus, she’s obviously friendly with Benny. She might try to kill me too.

      “You survived the night,” she says and gives me a small grin.

      “Barely. Did you hear Benny locked me in with the tiger?” Maybe she’ll be able to shed some light on the situation.

      “I did not.” She shifts her feet and sets down a bucket.

      “But then why…”

      “It was a joke, dear. This is the Circus of the Dead, after all. What happened with Benny?” She cranes her neck and examines the trees. I do the same, wondering if she heard something that might fall on us. The trees are filled with birds of all kinds, but not a single snake.

      “He was taking me to feed the tigers and locked me in the cage with Fiona.” I can practically smell the tiger’s hot and putrid breath.

      “Are you sure? That doesn’t seem like something Benny would do.”

      “Luke and Ruth didn’t seem that surprised.”

      Lorena purses her lips. “Hmm. Well, maybe that’s because people get hurt here all the time and oftentimes at the hands of our performers, though rarely on purpose. They just have...less fear of death than we do. But you don’t have to worry about Benny. He won’t be back for a couple of weeks. He leaves the island in between shows.”

      Phew. At least I won’t be looking over my shoulder every few seconds. Maybe it was just an accident and the island is getting to me. Ultimately it didn’t matter because I won’t be here in two weeks to find out his true motivation.

      She picks up her bucket. “Want to help me?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Catching crawfish.”

      I swallow. I don’t have anything better to do until I find Luke again, but I’m not really the fishing type. A dog barks, and I jump. The hairs on the back of my neck rise, and the trees seem to crowd in and reach out for me. I take a breath, and everything snaps back the way it was.

      “Sure, but is it possible for me to find something to eat first? I’m starving.”

      She looks down at my feet. “Of course. You also need new shoes.”

      “You think?” I’m trying to be light, but everything feels like it’s about to implode. My chest and stomach both feel unbelievably heavy.

      She cackles and breaks the tension. “Come. You can make a sandwich on my boat. Plus, I have some galoshes you can borrow. We’ll have to order you some.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I’ll only be here a couple weeks.”

      She purses her lips. “Well, dearie, plans change all the time. Maybe you’ll be around a little longer than that.”

      Why does everyone keep insisting I’m not leaving? It can’t be that hard. If Mom can’t figure out how to get me out of here before the ferry runs for the circus, I’ll get on it and head home. I follow Lorena, keeping my eyes on the branches above me, and soon the path turns to boards again. We’re on our way to where Luke’s houseboat is tied up, but we’re definitely going the long way around.

      Instead of going right toward his house, Lorena heads left to bigger boats.

      These boats look more like small houses than boats. Most of them are shuttered and quiet, but one has an older woman outside, doing laundry in a bucket. She waves to Lorena but doesn’t smile. She glares at me. The boats seem to be solid, but a couple need a good paint job, and others have sagging roofs. All the windows are dark and look as if they’ll swallow you up.

      Lorena stops in front of a big one that is painted a dark brown. Maybe she has some clout in the circus.  “Come on in.”

      “I’m still trying to get my bearings with the island, but wouldn’t it have been faster to just stay on the boardwalk instead of going all the way around?”

      She gives me a tight smile. “There are places on this island that I don’t like to walk by.”

      Paranoid much?

      Her boat looks just like her tent. Full of crystals and incense. I follow her into the kitchen.

      “Bread is in the breadbox, and you should be able to find some meat and cheese in the fridge. I’m going to find those galoshes for you.”

      She tromps through the house, and I attack the fridge. I’m not sure when I’ll eat again, so I load up my sandwich with both turkey and ham. She has tomato slices and cheddar cheese as well.

      I take a big bite and nearly moan in satisfaction. It tastes heavenly.

      Lorena comes back with a grin and a bright pink pair of galoshes.

      “Hmm. You got anything more subtle?” I ask.

      She laughs. “Sorry, dear. I thought I was ordering a soft green, and these showed up instead.” She drops them on the floor and bustles about, making her own sandwich.

      I decide to trust Lorena. She seems so utterly normal compared to the rest of the people I’ve met. Sure, she gave me that weird fortune, but she barely seemed to believe it herself. In a lot of ways she reminds me of my mother, and there is a comfort in that.

      I slide the boots on. My father would be horrified. He is a fashion designer and dresses Hollywood starlets.

      We eat in silence, and then I follow her back out to the swamp. We walk along the line of houseboats to the end. Out in the water, I see the unmistakable eyes of alligators. I point to them.

      “Do you worry about them?”

      Lorena shakes her head. “No. Mostly, they keep their distance. I’ve never seen one on our shores.”

      I swallow, still not certain I want to get close to the water. I focus on the trees, the way they climb out of the water and how the branches hang so low that some graze the surface.

      “So, seeing as I might be stuck here for two weeks, what’s there to do on the island when I’m not avoiding murderous creeps?” I have to make light of the situation, or I’ll go mad.

      She hands me a bucket. “Catching crawfish.”

      “What else?”

      She shrugs. “Not much.”

      Great. I’m going to spend the next two weeks fishing. That’s right up there with being stuck in a cage with a tiger.

      A bird flies right in front of my face, its wings brushing my cheek, and I step back.

      “Geesh, it’s like Benny is here.”

      Lorena looks into the water and frowns. “I’ve been thinking about your predicament. You should give Benny another chance. I’m almost positive that was an accident.”

      “Luke told me to stay away from him.” I can almost feel Fiona’s breath on my neck again.

      Lorena gives me a patronizing grin. “Luke will tell you to stay away from all the boys.”

      “There you are,” a voice booms, and we both jump. Luke tromps toward us.

      Speak of the devil.

      I hold up my bucket. “Lorena was going to teach me how to catch crawfish.”

      Luke shakes his head, his lips pursed. “I need you to come with me.”

      I don’t want to go with him, not really. But I do want to get out of here, and listening to my uncle is probably part of the drill.

      I give Lorena a tight smile and set the bucket down. “You’ll have to teach me later.” I slide out of the galoshes and leave them with her.

      “Of course, dear.”

      I follow Luke along the boardwalk and back down the path. The swamp squishes beneath my flip-flops, and I wonder once again why anyone would want to live here. Even if someone hadn’t just tried to murder me, I’d still be itching to get off the island. I have to last thirteen more days, and then a boat will take me back to the mainland, and I will get into an Uber to the airport and fly home. I can almost smell the ocean.

      Once there, I will hug Mom and Dad and hang with Maddie for hours in her room, listening to her stories. Then we will go surfing, and all will be right with the world.

      I stare up at the sky. The sun is hidden behind a cloud. I miss the sun, but I love the shapes of the clouds. They are big and fluffy and all shades of gray. I inhale. Smells like rain.

      We break off onto another side path that I didn’t notice before. It’s short, and after about twenty feet, it turns to boardwalk and then dock. At the end of this dock is the biggest houseboat I’ve seen so far. It’s painted white, purple, and blue and has a second floor. It looks like an old Victorian house.

      Luke pushes open a door, and I’m assaulted by the strong smell of coffee. Samuel sits at a small table, his ear pressed to a phone.

      A phone!!!!

      I glance up at Luke. “Can I call Mom?”

      “Patience.”

      I try to ignore the phone Samuel speaks into. Even his low voice is seductive.

      The boat has old, dark wood furniture that, although is obviously hundreds of years old, looks polished and nearly new. My eyes find their way back to Samuel. He doesn’t look at me, and so I let myself study him, and my whole body tingles. I’ve never been quite so attracted to someone before.

      Samuel holds up a finger and meets my eye. He pauses for a half second and then gives me a knowing grin.  “She’s here. I’ll let you tell her.”

      He hands me the phone, and I take it eagerly, not caring who is on the other end. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Cal, how are you?”

      My chest feels like it’s about to explode. “Dad. Oh, my gosh, you have to get me out of here. It’s dirty and scary. I’m trapped in a horror show. Not only that, but Luke has no idea why I’m here.” Now I can get out of this horrible swamp and get back home and to my real life.  The one with bikinis and flip-flops instead of galoshes and bug spray.

      Dad chuckles. “Way to be dramatic.”

      “No, I’m being serious. They put me in this creepy shack boat thing that had real shrunken heads in it.” I don’t meet Luke’s eyes. He was only doing what he could for me, but I need Dad to understand exactly what is going on.

      “I know you are in a circus, and there are bound to be unusual things. But, Cal, you’ve got to keep an open mind.”

      Open mind. Yeah, right. You know where an open mind will get me? Dead. That’s where.

      “Why? I just want to get out of here. Have Mom book a flight, and I’ll wait by the phone for you to call back.”

      Mom’s sigh floats into the phone.

      “Mom,” I say. “I miss you so much. Luke doesn’t know why I’m here.”

      “I know. There was a mix-up. I’m not quite sure what happened, but I’ve spoken to Luke, and he’d like you to stay for a bit. I think it’s a good idea. You and Maddie depend on each other so much. I really think you could use the time away to learn how to be a little more independent.”

      “I am independent.”

      “I know. But Maddie is not. It’s just for the summer.”

      “Mom. I almost died.”

      Mom chuckles. “Luke told me about your run-in with the tiger. He said you got scratched.”

      “I did not just get scratched. If I hadn’t been rescued, I’d be dead right now.”

      “Stop exaggerating. This is what I’m talking about. Maddie gets all of these bad habits from you. You need to spend the summer there and learn some responsibility. We’ll call every week.”

      “No. I have to come home. This is a nightmare.”

      I meet Luke’s eyes, and he drops his gaze. He scratches at a spot on the table with a dirty fingernail. I can’t believe he told Mom he wanted me to stay.

      I don’t know what else to say. They’ve crushed any plans I had of going home.

      I hand the phone to Luke and rush off the boat. The clouds have moved in, and the sun is no longer visible. I move blindly down the path, not worrying about snakes or other critters. Just as I clear the trees and head into the circus, the clouds break open, and rain pours down on me. I should go back into the trees where it’s drier, but instead of promising safety, the trees hide dangers. I weave through the dirty tents and spot a large tent with no walls. I dash under it and squeeze out my hair.

      Fiona growls, and I freeze. I didn’t know I was near the tigers. She paces, her eyes never leaving mine.

      “She’s quite the predator.”

      I tense up, but I don’t look over. I can feel Samuel’s presence next to me.

      “Yeah, she is,” I respond.

      He places a hand gently on my back, and I shiver.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay. Scared.” I point to Fiona. “And wet.” I clutch at my wet shirt. I don’t want to go back into the rain, but I might to get away from Fiona.

      “You’ll have many more scares while you’re here.” He says it so matter-of-factly. I like that he’s not trying to hide reality from me.

      I keep my eyes on his so I don’t have to look at the tiger. “I’m not staying more than two weeks. I don’t care what my parents say.”

      He laughs a little, a beautiful, musical sound. “Oh, yes, you are.”

      He steps in front of me and places a finger on my chin, forcing me to look up at him. He licks his lips and leans in, his face mere inches from mine. My whole body goes hot, and suddenly I forget about the circus, the death, everything. Except that I’ve never been kissed, and I don’t want to give it away. Not like this.

      “No, I’m not,” I manage to stammer out.

      “I can offer you protection. This island is a dangerous place.” His voice is soft and seductive. Fiona jumps at the cage, and I jerk away, putting space between us. The look in Samuel’s eyes is the same as Fiona’s, predatory and fierce but full of desire, and I don’t know what to think. I break his gaze and run out into the rain. My flip-flops make massive splashes in the muddy puddles, and piercing cold drops hit my skin.

      I don’t watch where I’m going, the rain and the tears clouding my vision, but I manage to make it back to the path. The sky has darkened, and I trip. I fly through the air and land flat on my stomach in the mud. Sobs escape, and I prop myself up on all fours. I stand and look back to what I tripped over.

      I expect a dead body or something.

      But no.

      It’s worse.

      It’s a six-foot gator.
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      I scramble back, keeping my eyes on the gator. Its piercing eyes stare at me, and it slowly creeps toward me. I don’t hesitate. I turn and rush back to my boat, slam the door shut, and sit on the stinking black couch. I don’t understand Samuel’s offer of protection. The island is a dangerous place, but why would I need someone to watch over me? That seems absurd. Unless he’s just talking about the alligators. But I don’t know, it seemed like more than that. There is more going on here than I know, and that makes me scared. I can’t protect myself from what I don’t understand. It’s almost eerie like I’ve been trapped in a supernatural world of some kind. Not that I believe in that stuff.

      Why would my mom make me stay here? She’s never not believed me before.

      I let myself cry. My whole body shakes. I don’t know when I’m going to get out of here. Will I ever get home? Mom and Dad have always rescued me, no matter what. Like when I almost failed my English class. Dad went and talked to the teacher without me knowing, and they forced me to work with my teacher for weeks. I managed to pass it with a C.

      Or when I totally spilled spaghetti sauce on my prom dress during dinner. I rushed home, and Mom knew just how to get it out. They’ve never failed me before.

      Just goes to show that even when you think others can help you, they’ll still let you down. Mom and Dad don’t believe me. I’m literally fighting for my life, and they don’t care. This is not like them.

      I strip off my muddy clothes and turn on the shower. The hot water flows down my face, and my tears go with it, but an ache opens up in my chest. I’ve never shown Mom and Dad any reason to not believe me. I didn’t want to come, but that didn’t mean I’d lie to them. Why do they think I’m lying?

      I wonder how many hours I can sleep. Maybe if I sleep a lot, the time will go faster.

      But with no end game, I have no idea how long I’ll have to wait.

      Ugh, I hate this. I turn off the shower, dry off, and find clean clothes. I sink down onto the couch. I thought my tears were over, but they’re not.

      A knock sounds at the door. I force my sobs to stop, but I still sniffle.

      “I know you’re in there,” Lorena says.

      I wipe my face off as best I can and crack the door open. “I really don’t want to see anyone right now.”

      Lorena gives me a sympathetic smile. Behind her stands another girl. She’s got a massive grin on her face and bouncy red curls.

      “We thought you could use a few friends. Luke told us what happened, and you’re stuck with us now. Would you like some help redecorating?” Lorena waves me out.

      I hesitate. I don’t want to get to know anyone. I don’t want a friend or any reason to like this place. But I cannot sleep in this devil room. I should be curious about the people who live here, but I don’t really care. Beyond Lorena, Elias lurks on the deck of his boat, whistling his strange tune. I’m about to do whatever Lorena and this girl want because the alternative is waiting for Elias to come pounding on my door.

      I force a grin. “Sure.”

      The girl claps her hands. “Yay. Girl day.” She is tall and willowy with wild and crazy hair. “I’m Juliette. I’m a clown.”

      It is the scariest movie I’ve ever seen, and I’m not sure I want to become buddy-buddy with Juliette. Besides, the other clowns looked like they wanted me for lunch.

      Lorena pulls me out onto my poor excuse of a porch. Heavy clouds still hang in the air, but the rain has let up. The water laps against the dock.

      Juliette holds out a plate with an oozing cinnamon roll. “Here. Mama made these this morning. You can eat and walk, right?”

      I devour the cinnamon roll as I follow them through the trees and out into the circus clearing. I don’t know what her mom uses, but it’s the best one I’ve ever had. Sweet and bitter all at the same time.

      We stop in front of the only permanent structure I’ve seen on the island. The outside is decorated with faded balloons and a castle. Once upon a time, it might have been cheerful, but now it looks like everything else here, tired and run-down.

      “You two wait. I’ll be right back,” Lorena says.

      I stand awkwardly while Juliette chatters at me. “Aside from my siblings and a few of the acrobats, we’re the only people under thirty here full time.”

      “How’d you end up here?” I ask. Why would anyone want to live here?

      “I was born here. I’m the oldest. I’ve got seven brothers and sisters. Lizette, Collette, Annette, Jeremy, Jeffrey, Joshua, and Babette.”

      “Holy cow.” I can’t imagine fighting over a bathroom with seven siblings. Maddie is enough. Plus, how do they fit in a tiny houseboat? Mine was cramped, and it was just me.

      “Mama doesn’t know the meaning of birth control, and she and Dad are always going at it.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Ew.”

      “We live in a tiny houseboat. Well, we used to. I have my own boat now. Still tiny, but I don’t have to hear Mama’s moans or my baby brother screaming. There are kids everywhere all the time.”

      “Why don’t you leave?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I can’t. But that’s okay. I like it here.”

      “Seriously?” A couple of surly men walk past us. They nod to Juliette, and she smiles and waves.

      “It’s fun. I mean, I might want to visit a few other places, but this is home. Though the lack of boys is sad.” She taps her fingers on her thigh.

      “What about Benny?” I ask, more out of curiosity than anything else. Because it just occurred to me that her statement of being the only young ones here “full time” doesn’t make sense.

      She gets a dreamy look in her eyes. “You met Benny? I’ve had my eye on him for a long time, but he’s sadly immune to my advances.”

      “He tried to kill me.”

      She giggles. “No way. Benny’s a good guy. Though, he is a mystery. Only here when the circus is. But I also have my eye on a vampire.” She waves a hand in front of her face. “So hot.”

      “Let me guess. He’s also only here during the circus.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And Samuel?”

      Juliette drops her eyes. “You might want to stay away from Samuel. He’s not what he seems.”

      “But he’s young, too.”

      “But he’s not a good guy. Trust me.”

      Sounds like there is a history there. I guess when there are only a handful of young guys on the island, there’s bound to be trouble. Samuel looks very young, but with the way he acts like he’s in charge, maybe he isn’t.

      She looks down at my shoes. “So where are you from?”

      “California.”

      “Oooh, I want to go there. Did you have good beaches?”

      “Yep. I surfed all the time. Maybe you can visit me sometime, and I’ll show you.”

      “You still live with your parents? What do they do?”

      “Mom stays home, and Dad is a fashion designer.”

      “That explains your sense of style.” I can’t tell if she’s being ironic or not. Yeah, I dress like a beach bum because I am one.

      “Juliette, come in here for a sec,” Lorena calls.

      “Be right back,” she says and bounces inside the building.

      There are a handful of people milling about, but they all look worn down. A couple stands not too far from me, talking in a low whisper. A few tears flow down her cheeks, and he puffs on a cigarette. The man shifts, and I swear for a second he goes transparent.

      No way.

      I look around so if they look up they don’t see me staring. We’re near the monkey cages, and they squawk and shake the bars. I check out the man and woman again, but now only the woman stands there. Thunder rumbles in the distance.

      Juliette comes back out of the building, carrying a basket full of paints and brushes. She holds out a can with excitement written all over her face.

      “You miss the beach, right? I found ocean blue.”

      There is absolutely no way she could know, but every year, someone tried to give me a gift, all excited because “it’s blue like the ocean.” I’m not easily triggered, but ocean colored anything always does it.

      “I can guarantee you that will not be the color of the ocean.”

      She pops her elbow out. “Okay, smarty pants. Tell me what color the ocean is, and we’ll see.”

      I close my eyes, trying to rein in my frustration. “The ocean has no color. Not really. But sometimes, it can appear stormy gray or dull brown. At times, it looks a deep dark blue, and other times, it’s more of a greenish-blue. I’ve even seen it look purple. When certain algae surfaces, it’s orange or pink.”

      Juliette cocks her head. “That’s a lot of colors. You sure this won’t be one of them?”

      “Positive.”

      She sets the can down and sticks a screwdriver under the lid, popping it open. Sure enough, it’s a pale, sick looking blue.

      I suck in a breath, inhaling the sharp scent of the paint. “The ocean has never been that color.”

      She sighs and stamps the lid back on. “I can believe that.” She peruses the other paints in the basket.

      “How about mint green? That bother you at all?”

      I snort. “Mint green is fine.”

      “Good. Lorena said we can go on ahead. She’s going to see if she can find some linens and things for you.”

      Juliette loops her arm through mine as we make our way back across the island. A mouse runs across the path, and I shriek. Juliette laughs at me. “Mice aren’t scary, silly.”

      “Right. But everything else is.”

      “Tell me more about your run-in with Benny.”

      “He showed me around the circus, and then I swear he tried to kill me.” I’m still not sure if it was on purpose or not. I don’t think it was, but maybe not. No one seems to think he really did it.

      Juliette gives me a strange look. I can’t tell if it’s a look of knowing or a look of uh-oh this girl is crazy. I stare up into the trees. I can’t find any snakes or birds. I don’t know why I think that every time I look up I’m going to see critters, but I do.

      Finally, she speaks. “What do you mean?”

      “He told me he was taking me to feed the tigers, and then he locked me in the cage with Fiona.”

      “That sounds weird. Are you sure it wasn’t a mistake?”

      Nobody flipping believes me. “He gave me a steak and had me crawl up in the cage with her.” The wind whistles through the trees.

      “That’s dumb. Why did you go?”

      “Because Benny said she wouldn’t hurt me.”

      Juliette lets out a breath. “Oh. Well then, he made a mistake. He probably meant the bobcat, Bob. He doesn’t hurt anyone. But I’m surprised you’re still alive. Getting locked in a cage with Fiona is basically a death sentence.”

      “You mean this has happened before?”

      Juliette gives me a cheeky grin. “Only twice. But never because of Benny. You’re the first survivor.”

      I can’t tell if she’s joking or serious.

      And that makes me question her sanity.
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      I push open my door, and Juliette follows. “Man, Shelley was a weird chick.” She picks up a black candle. “One time she was mad because I stepped on a dead chicken she was going to use in some ritual. That bitch put a curse on me, and I broke my arm the very next day.”

      I shudder. Juliette seems genuine, but she speaks of curses like they are normal. Though, between the jars on the table that emit sulfur smells and the voodoo symbols everywhere, she might have a point.

      “We need music,” I say.

      Juliette pulls out an old iPod. I haven’t seen one of those in years. She pushes play, and the opening from The Little Mermaid comes out.

      “Really?”

      She shrugs. “I like movies.”

      It takes the better part of the afternoon to clean and paint. Juliette chatters about the circus and boys, and I find myself almost enjoying it. She isn’t Maddie, but she will be good company while I’m here. Just as we finish with the paint, Lorena shows up with a box of bedding and curtains along with dinner.

      After we eat, we make up the bed. The house is now mint green with adorable pastel colored lanterns hanging from the ceiling. I have no idea where Lorena found those.

      The couch feels downright comfy with a white cover and light green throw pillows, and the small table has a pretty little vase with a couple fake pink flowers.

      The bed is covered with a white eyelet blanket and a massive stuffed monkey.

      “The monkey seems like overkill,” I say. Though, it reminds me of a man who comes to the beach sometimes and brings his pet monkey. He lets me hold it. It likes to sit on my head.

      “Aw, no, you need that to cuddle because Benny’s only here a couple times a month.” Juliette makes kissing noises at me.

      I snort. If she can give me crap about a hot boy who tried to kill me, we are going to get along fabulously.

      A bird sings right outside my window, and the sunlight peeks in.

      “Sure. Whatever. Thanks for the help. Maybe I can sleep now.” I’m overwhelmed with gratitude for them and almost choke up. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second. I cannot get emotional.

      Juliette collapses on my bed. “Okay. We’re BFFs now. Time to share our deepest, darkest secrets.”

      Lorena chuckles, and I roll my eyes. “Fine, but you start.”

      Juliette bounces in her seat. “Okay. I’ve totally killed a guy before.”

      No way. She’s got to be joking. I look at Lorena, and she shrugs. “It’s true.”

      “You have to clarify that. I mean, did you just scare a guy with a clown costume and give him a heart attack or something?”

      “Nope. He thought I’d be an easy target. This was before I decided to be a clown. I was an acrobat. Two years ago, I think. Anyway, he cornered me and thought he’d be able to have his way with me. But what he didn’t know is that Mama taught me the defensive arts. I sent him flying, and he got impaled by a metal bar. I was horrified. But Mama said he deserved it for what he was about to do to me.”

      No wonder she became a clown. She wanted to be the scariest chick on the block, and she achieved it.

      I wonder what other horrible things they’ve done or seen. This place is awful.

      “Does it still bother you?”

      Juliette shrugs.

      A stiff rap comes on the door, and I freeze. It could be Luke or Elias or maybe another man I don’t want to see. Juliette flings the door open.

      “Mama,” she shouts. Her mom, a tall, imposing woman with jet black hair, doesn’t look all that pleased, but she comes in. Juliette looks down at her watch. “Oh surgarjets, I was supposed to help you with the laundry this afternoon.”

      “So, why am I hunting you down?” She props her hands on her hips and glares at Juliette.

      “Because I was helping Callie.” She points at me, and I give a weak wave. This woman looks like she’s about to have her daughter for lunch. But then, her whole face softens, and she wraps me in a hug.

      “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Amy.” She’s very pregnant, and her hug is warm and squishy. She steps back. “I hope my girl has been polite.”

      Lorena snorts. “Sure she has. Juliette was just telling her about when she killed a guy.”

      Amy gives Juliette a stink eye that I hope I’m never on the other side of, but she doesn’t comment. “Laundry calls.”  She opens the door and waits for her daughter.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Juliette says.

      “No, we’ll see you tonight. Dinner at our boat. No arguments,” Amy says. “I’ll send Juliette to come get you after she’s done with laundry. But we’ll make sure Jeremy’s done slaughtering the chicken before you come over.”

      Juliette grins and bounces out of the little house, leaving me and Lorena alone. The house seems smaller with her gone.

      “She is a force to be reckoned with,” Lorena says.

      “That she is.” I could definitely see myself hanging out with Juliette, but Amy scares me a bit. “How many people are on the island full time?” I ask.

      “About fifty. Fifty-one in two weeks when Amy has her baby.”

      “Does she have them here? With no medical help?”

      “Don’t underestimate Ruth. She is a terrific nurse. I swear that she’s magical.”

      “Maybe she should magic Amy some birth control.”

      Lorena laughs.  “Maybe. Amy reminds me a lot of Mary Poppins. She once told me that she wants twenty kids.”

      Twenty kids would drive me nuts. Who on earth wants that?

      “Why do some people live here full time, and others don’t?”

      Lorena sighs and hesitates. “Well, you’ll figure it out sooner or later. And the sooner you learn, the safer you’ll be. Luke didn’t want you to know this yet, but I think you should.”

      She points to the chair next to the table. Finally some answers about the weirdness.

      “Know what?” I sink onto the chair. She pulls a couple of sodas out of the fridge and sits across from me. She hands me a strawberry one. It tastes too sweet.

      “This is a cursed place.” She says this with a dead straight face.

      I don’t believe in curses. Mom did, but even as a child, I realized she was a little whacked. But Juliette seems to think curses are normal, too, so maybe people here are just superstitious.

      “How so?” I ask.

      “Well, the full-timers here are stuck. They can’t leave, just like you.”

      “But I’m leaving in two weeks.” I don’t care what Mom said about me staying for the whole summer.

      “No, you’re not.” She waves her hand dismissively.

      “They can get on a boat just as easily as I can.”

      “No, they can’t, and neither can you. A deep magic keeps them tied here.”

      I don’t believe her. But I’m not quite sure what I think because nothing makes sense. Magic isn’t real, but the people here seem to believe they are stuck. Though, not everyone.

      “What about Benny and the other people who are only here during the circus?”

      Lorena stares at me, suddenly serious. “Do you trust me?”

      At this point, I’m not sure she’s all there, so no, but if I say no, she won’t give me any answers.

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “I’m going to tell you something that you might not believe, but you need to understand what you’re up against.”

      “Okay.” More superstitious crap, I’m sure.

      “Benny and a lot of the other circus entertainers are ghosts. They become corporeal twice a month. Their job is to kill those who attend the circus.”

      My mind races to understand. “What’s corporeal?”

      “They become tangible. Solid. You can touch them and wouldn’t know they’re ghosts.”

      I can’t help it. I laugh. This goes way beyond superstitious.

      She shakes her head. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but it’s true, and the sooner you accept it, the better chance you have at protecting yourself.”

      “So you’re telling me that Benny really did try to kill me?”

      “I’m not quite sure there. Yes, their job is to kill, but not Benny, which is why all of us were so surprised when he trapped you in with Fiona.”

      “If Benny is a ghost, and ghosts kill those who attend the circus, why doesn’t he?” This is all a load of crap. But I have to go along with this or I’ll never understand how things work here. I’m obviously stuck for a few weeks, maybe even longer.

      “Some sort of deal with Samuel. But, maybe they had a falling out. Honestly, if Benny had tried to hand you over to one of the ghosts, none of us would’ve been surprised. That’s what Benny does. But he never goes straight for the kill himself.”

      “He was with me all night. Why didn’t he try earlier? He could’ve fed me to the snake man.” I shudder at that memory, the poor girl being attacked by that snake. That could’ve been me. Well, if Lorena is telling the truth. What am I talking about? She can’t possibly be telling the truth.

      “Because they can only kill as the sun rises.”

      I lean forward. “Look, Lorena, I like you a lot, but I don’t believe a word of this.”

      She sighs. “I know. But you will. I just want to make sure you understand your fate. Be careful on the new moon. It’s the only time ghosts can kill. I like you and don’t want to see you dead.”

      “I won’t be around for the new moon.” Sweat drips down my back from the heat. The things she says don’t make sense, but there is obviously something weird going on. I just have to figure out what—and it won’t end up with a bunch of supernatural crap. There is a logical reason for all of this. Well, maybe not logical, but definitely not ghosts.

      She grips my hands. “Dear, you drew the eight of swords. You’re as trapped here as everyone else.”

      I jerk my hands from hers. “No. That’s not true. I’m getting out of here.” Her and her ghost stories. They can’t be true, but if that is what everyone here believes, then I’m in danger from a bunch of nutters.

      She lets out a breath. “After two weeks, at the full moon, you come and see me, and I’ll fill you in on the rest of the details.”
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      The noise is almost deafening at Amy’s house. Kids are loud. No wonder Juliette moved out.

      “Tell me more about California.” Lizette puts a hand on my arm and blinks her wide blue eyes at me. She’s fourteen, I think. Annette and Collette, just younger than her, wait for my answer as well. The three boys, all under the age of eight, play with cars on the floor under the table. Juliette holds the youngest, Babette, who is just over a year old, and chats animatedly with her mom.

      “The weather there is nice, not hot like here,” I say.

      “It’s not always hot here, just in the summer,” Lizette says.

      “Well, at home, the weather is always perfect. Not humid like this, either.”

      Annette sighs. “Must be nice. Do you know any movie stars?”

      I shake my head. Which isn’t exactly true. I know a few, which comes with the territory of Dad’s career, but I don’t want to answer a thousand questions about them. Mostly they are normal people with the odd asshole thrown in.

      Amy gets up and bustles about the kitchen. She comes back with plates of brownies and ice cream. The kids are polite as they take their desserts, which surprises me. I expected there to be pandemonium.

      I like this family a lot and am grateful for the normalcy even though it’s not my normal. No talk of ghosts or death.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/circus-of-the-dead-e-book-high-res.jpg
KIMBERLY LOTH

T D

~ &t
gy -





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-d-screen.png






