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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 rends 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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