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      “Wait until you see what I've got planned,” Nate said, standing on the dock in his leather jacket and khakis. He was sporting a goatee, meant to compensate for the thinning hair and double chin that had crept up since he'd hit forty.

      “I think I'm a little scared,” Rick Solomon said.

      Julie, Rick's wife, said: “So where's the mystery man taking us?”

      Eve, smoking a cigarette and watching the sunset, said: “My husband's an enigma wrapped in a riddle. I don't even know what he’s planning.”

      “What's the bag for?” Rick said, alluding to the small suitcase Nate had at his side.

      “You'll see, my friend.”

      Rick supposed there were worse ways to spend your fortieth birthday. Nate had been promising a surprise for weeks, and the day was here. All Nate would tell him was to pack enough clothes for a few days.

      It was mid-November, and Rick shivered inside his pea coat. A few more minutes and he was going to head into the shack that served as the dockmaster's office. He didn't have to go inside, because a seaplane buzzed and banked over the lake. Came in for a landing and they all backed up.

      It came up parallel to the dock and after a moment its propeller cut out.

      Julie came up beside him and took his arm. He smiled at her. They'd spent an amazing weekend up at a spa in the Poconos to celebrate his fortieth, five-star meals and massages included.

      Now it was Nate's turn to give his best friend a gift.

      A door on the side of the plane opened, some stairs folded onto the dock, and a squat man with a crooked nose stepped off. He was dressed in black and bore the look of someone familiar with the ring. Rick noticed his knuckles were huge and scarred. He eyed up Rick and the others if they were his next opponent.

      “Which one of you is Nate?” the man said.

      “That'd be me,” Nate said.

      “Got the fee?”

      “In the suitcase.”

      “Hand it over,” the man said.

      Nate handed him the suitcase and he placed it on the plane.

      “My name is Sutherland. I'm going to frisk each one of you now. No cell phones. No cameras. And no guns.”

      Eve tossed her cigarette on the dock and stamped it out. “You're not frisking me.”

      “It's policy,” Sutherland said, his gaze flat.

      “No frisk,” Eve said.

      “Lady, either I frisk you, or you don't get on the fuckin' plane,” Sutherland said.

      Nate said, “Eve, just go along. It's Rick's birthday.”

      “Fine. But watch your hands.”

      Sutherland frisked Nate, Julie, and Eve in short order, taking their cell phones. Rick handed his over before Sutherland frisked him, and the man with the crooked nose put them in his pockets. The frisking wouldn't win him any awards for being gentle.

      “You'll get them back after the trip. Anyone have to use the john? No bathroom stops.”

      “We're good,” Rick said.

      “Get in the plane. We'll be in the air about two hours.”

      As they were boarding the plane, Sutherland put a hand on Nate's chest, stopping him.

      “It's all there, right? Two hundred thousand.”

      “You can count it if you want,” Nate said.

      Their wives climbed on board and Rick took Nate aside for a moment.

      “What are you fucking nuts? Two hundred thousand dollars?” Rick asked.

      “You know I'm good for it.”

      “The restaurant business must be good,” Rick said.

      “I've sold a lot of ribs and chicken this year,” Nate said, clapping Rick on the shoulder.

      “I can’t let you spend that kind of money.”

      “It's as good as gone. And trust me, from what I hear, this is going to be worth it,” Nate said.

      Sutherland said, “If you two ladies are done discussing beauty tips, I have a fucking plane to fly, okay?”

      As they boarded the plane, Rick said: “Wonder what charm school he graduated from?”

      
      The ladies took the two seats in the rear of the plane. Rick and Nate sat in the two behind the pilot.

      There were some bottles of a nice Chilean pinot noir and cheese with crackers in a cooler. Rick was presently on his second glass. Feeling nice and warm. Normally he was a beer guy, favoring stouts and IPAs, but the wine was going down good.

      “So where are we going?” he asked Nate.

      “I haven't had that much to drink,” Nate said. “Not letting the feline out of the proverbial sack.”

      “What the hell kind of trip costs two hundred grand?” Rick said.

      “If you keep asking me, I'm going to have Sutherland throw you out of the plane. Just relax and enjoy.”

      “Can you at least tell me our destination? A town? City?” Rick asked.

      “We're headed north of the border. The wild wilderness of Canada.”

      “I don't have a passport. Neither does Julie.”

      Nate took a sip of wine, waved him off. “The people I'm dealing with don't have those concerns. It's been taken care of.”

      That made him a little nervous, as did the amount of money involved in this little outing. He suspected his best friend had some shady dealings from time-to-time. He owned the aptly titled Big Nate's Barbeque, a chain of twenty-three restaurants spread across Western New York and Pennsylvania. Although he was sure his buddy did well, the four houses and six luxury cars were maybe a little too much for the owner of a chain restaurant.  Plus, the amount of money he’d just handed over to Sutherland was a little concerning.

      After they'd been in the air for about two hours, the plane banked sharply and Rick looked down on a small, densely wooded island. At one end was a large log structure, perhaps a lodge or hotel. It was surrounded by high, concrete walls. Odd.

      Maybe this is where they'd be staying.

      
      The plane touched down on the water, the craft shaking a bit. Rick finished the last of his wine, a pleasant buzz forming in his head. They approached a dock, where two men tethered the plane to the dock. Like Sutherland, they were dressed in black, and Rick felt a little flutter of fear when he saw the submachine guns strapped to their shoulders.

      “Nate, what the hell is this?” Rick said.

      “It's all good. A friend of mine's been up here. Trust me.”

      Julie said, “We're going target shooting?”

      “This is moronic. I don't need to commune with nature, Nate,” Eve said.

      “Nature pales in comparison to your beauty, my dear,” Nate said.

      “And bullshit pales in comparison to what's coming out of your mouth,” Eve said.

      “Nate, I appreciate this, brother, but this is getting weird,” Rick said.

      Nate looked at him, gave Rick a big grin. It usually meant they were about to get into some sort of trouble. “Think horror movies. Think the ultimate experience.”

      The two of them had been horror freaks since high school. They’d seen just about every horror movie you could think of, even the dregs of Netflix that looked like they were produced in someone’s basement. Monster flicks were you could practically see the zipper on the guy’s suit. Still, they could never get enough horror.

      “You're paying someone to murder us in the woods?” Rick asked.

      “Get off the plane, smart ass. You'll see,” Nate said.

      Rick got off the plane and stepped onto the dock. They were near the structure he'd seen from the air, a lodge constructed of logs. The whole one side was taken up by tall windows, and light flooded out of the place. It would've been normal except for the high concrete walls that surrounded the place, making it look like a prison. There were even towers at the corners and Rick thought he saw men in the nearest tower with binoculars.

      “Nice, huh?” Nate asked.

      “Hope you get your money's worth,” Rick said.

      “Man, you have no idea.”

      Sutherland brushed past them and joined the two men with machine guns. As he went by, Rick noticed the sidearm on his belt, a big hog-leg revolver.

      “Here are the rules. I already took your cell phones, so let's hope you don't have any spares sitting around. No cameras.  If something goes really wrong, you will be instructed on how to evacuate. No one leaves the lodge without an escort, got it? Not to take a walk in the woods, not to piss in the bushes, nothing.”

      Julie whispered, “What about pony rides?”

      Rick stifled a laugh and Sutherland gave him a look that would drop an angry pit bull dead in its tracks.

      “Follow us up to the lodge. Someone will bring your luggage up. For Christ's sake stay close and don’t wander off,” Sutherland said.

      They began up a winding path that led to the lodge, the group flanked by the armed men. As they moved toward the walls, something howled in the distance. They all flinched, looked at one another, and laughed.

      Rick glanced at Sutherland. He wasn't smiling.

      
      They ended up in front of the main gate, a set of steel doors set in the concrete wall. There were men on the walls with scoped rifles and Sutherland waved to one of them. The doors swung open and they went through, walking up a manicured path to the lodge's front doors. Out front was a fire pit with Adirondack chairs set around it in a circle. From behind came a large bang as the doors closed.

      He was about ready to kill Nate for talking him into this. A trip, Nate had told him a week ago. Something Rick would love. This was just getting weird.

      Sutherland, in the lead, said: “Have a seat at the big table when we get inside.”

      Inside, they all sat at a long table in the lobby.  Julie sat next to Rick. Nate and Eve sat across. Sutherland stood at the head, flanked by the men with the submachine guns.

      “Listen up. You are a guest here. For what you’re paying, you’ll get the best of everything. We have a Michelin star chef running the kitchen. Get a massage, swim in the indoor pool. You need anything, call the front desk and we’ll bend over fucking backwards to get it for you. The only rule is you don’t try and go outside those walls. It’s for your own safety. If you hear an air raid siren going off, return to your rooms immediately, is that understood?”

      They all nodded. Rick wanted to get on the damned seaplane and get out of here, tell Nate to take his money back.

      “Also, no refunds. You’re the only guests at the lodge so make yourselves at home.”

      Sutherland checked his watch. “There are armed guards in the lodge at all times. They are here for your safety. I am armed as well,” he said, patting the .44 Magnum on his hip. “If one of the men tell you to return to your room, it means we have a situation. You are to abide by their orders. Dinner is in an hour. Now let’s go to your rooms.”

      
      “Rick, what the hell is this place?” Julie asked. She was sitting on the bed, shoes kicked off. There had been a bottle of a nice Cabernet waiting for them, along with a six-pack of Founders’ IPA, one of Rick’s favorite beers.  Along with the beer, there were frosted mugs in a little fridge/freezer.

      “It’s nice, I’ll say that,’ Rick said.

      The suite was enormous. There were huge windows that looked out above the concrete walls. The bathroom had a huge shower with roughly eighty-five jets and a big Jacuzzi tub in the corner.

      “Why the guns, the wall?” Julie asked.

      She got up and grabbed the corkscrew that sat on the table next to the bottle of wine. She uncorked it and poured herself a glass of the rich, dark wine.

      She took her glass and sat back on the bed. Rick grabbed a beer, popped the top, and poured it in one of the frosted mugs. He joined her on the bed, took her hand.

      “It’s a little freaky, but I’m also kind of excited,” Rick said.

      “Did you hear that howl?” she asked.

      “We all heard it,” he said.

      “What are they trying to keep out? That’s what I’m wondering. And head back to your rooms if you hear a siren?” she said, and took a sip of wine.

      That part did unnerve him. But realistically, how bad could it be? Maybe it was some sort of nature preserve where you got close to wild animals. But concrete walls? “We can just hang around here and not take whatever tour they’re talking about.”

      “How about we go and enjoy dinner for now? Then see what happens when we get back to the room, birthday boy,” she said, and rubbed his thigh.

      He took her hand and moved it closer to his crotch. “See, it’s happening now.”

      She pulled her hand away and gave his a friendly slap. “Not now. Behave yourself.”

      “That’s no fun.”

      
      They entered the dining room to find the ever-charming Sutherland seated at the head of a rectangular table. He was wearing a black suit with a white button down shirt, no tie. The top buttons were undone. Wiry chest hair poked out where his shirt was unbuttoned.

      “Have a seat,” he said.

      They sat down, and a moment later, Eve and Nate came in. Nate wore a loud tropical shirt and khakis. He had roughly three-dozen of the wretched shirts. Rick told him one time it looked like a pineapple threw up all over him.

      Eve looked as if she was about to undergo a painful medical procedure. They sat down across from Rick and Julie.

      Rick would never tell his friend, but he’d never cared for Eve. She was nice to look at. Tonight she had on a short, black cocktail dress. She worked out like a fiend and had the legs to show for it. On a few occasions, friends of his who’d met Eve at parties at Rick’s had mentioned they’d seen that “hot chick” on the elliptical at the gym. Rick always got the impression that if Nate somehow went bankrupt, Eve would leave a vapor trail. No more money? Gone in sixty seconds.

      A waiter brought them menus and took their drink orders. They decided to get a few bottles of Merlot to go with dinner.

      “That wine’s all hand picked by the owner,” Sutherland said. “It’s not the cheap shit.”

      He ordered a Jack and Coke for himself. Sutherland didn’t seem like a guy who’d be much for expensive wines.

      The waiter went away after saying he’d give them a few minutes to order.

      “Our tour leaves tomorrow at six p.m. That’s enough time for it to get dark so you can see the good stuff,” Sutherland said.

      “What is this tour?” Eve asked.

      “It’s a surprise. Your hubby there asked us to keep it a secret. Big build up and all,” Sutherland said.

      “Wonderful,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “You need a glass of wine,” Julie said. “Or maybe you need to get laid,” Julie said to Eve, smiling.

      “Like that ever happens,” she said.

      Nate said, “Hey, I gave you an amazing minute-and-a-half just last week.”

      Nate was quick to joke, but he could see the hurt in his friend’s eyes. He changed the subject. “So Mr. Sutherland-

      “Just call me Sutherland.”

      “Sutherland, how long is the tour?” Nate asked.

      “They last about an hour each. There’s a tour each night you’re here. Different parts of the island every time.”

      Julie asked, “Should we bring anything?”

      “Nah,” Sutherland said. “Just dress comfortable.”

      The waiter came back and took their orders. Julie ordered the filet mignon. That sounded good to Rick so he did the same.

      “He always copies my order,” Julie said. “He wants to be like me.”

      The waiter laughed politely. Took the rest of their orders. Nate got rack of lamb. Eve ordered a salad. Sutherland got a ribeye steak.

      “I won’t tell you what you’ll see, but it’s going to be fucking amazing,” Sutherland said. “There’s no place like this in the world. Hell, no place like it in the fuckin’ universe.”

      “Are we in danger? Why all the guns?” Eve asked.

      “There’s some danger. But what fun is life without it?” Sutherland asked.

      They made small talk for the next half hour and drank wine. Sutherland went through two Jack and Cokes. The food came and they dug in.

      About halfway through dinner, Sutherland’s cell phone rang and he answered it.

      “Uh-huh. Right. We’ve never seen one of those this close. Okay. I’ll tell them.”

      He hung up the phone.

      “Minor issue. We need you to get to your rooms and stay there for a while. We’ll box up your meals for you. Go now.”

      
      Back in the room, Rick jumped a little as the air raid siren Sutherland had mentioned began its mournful howl. It reminded Rick of old war movies. And Sutherland hadn’t been kidding. It was definitely an old-time air raid siren.

      Rick was standing at the window overlooking the high concrete wall and the lush view beyond. Julie came up beside him, gripped his hand.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

      “Wondering what Nate’s gotten us into,” he said.

      “It’s not dull, that’s for sure. I feel bad for him sometimes.”

      Rick said, “Why’s that?”

      “Because Eve’s got a stick in her twat half the time about something or other.”

      Rick laughed. The wine had definitely loosened her tongue. “Sounds like that’s all that’s been in her twat lately, according to her.”

      She laughed. It was a big laugh with no hint of self-consciousness. He’d always loved her laugh. Didn’t matter where they were. She’d break out a belly laugh anywhere, fuck who was listening to them. He turned, slipped his arms around her waist. She slipped hers around the back of his neck, stroked his hair.

      He kissed her hard and she pressed against him, backed him up against the window.

      As he kissed her harder, she pulled away and gasped.

      “Jesus Christ!” she said.

      “What?”

      “Something huge just swooped across the sky.”

      She broke away from him and looked out the window.

      He turned and looked, palm on the glass. He tapped it. “This is some thick glass.”

      It was a few inches thick, perhaps designed to stop a bullet. Or something else. “Okay, so you saw a big bird. There could be big birds up here. Eagles, I suppose.”

      “It wasn’t just a bird, Rick.”

      The air raid siren was still going in the background.

      On the wall outside, he saw two men come running, one with a high-powered rifle, and the other with what looked like a pair of night-vision goggles.  The man with the goggles pointed to the sky.

      He saw what Eve was talking about. Something roughly the size and shape of a man swooped across the sky. But that was impossible, wasn’t it? It had leathery wings and a misshapen skull. It rose high in the air and then dove down, heading for the men on the wall.

      The crack of the gun startled them both. They flinched.

      The flying creature turned away, spun out of control, and dipped beneath the wall. He watched the man with the rifle lean over  and fire two more shots. He then turned and signaled to someone out of sight.

      “What the fuck was that?” Rick asked.

      “I don’t know. But let’s get away from the window, huh?” Julie said.

      
      “Did you see that?” Nate asked. He was standing by the big windows that took up one whole wall of the suite. He was drinking some nice bourbon. Stuff tasted like liquid gold to him.

      Eve stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel. Her hair was damp.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      “Something just flew across the sky and the guy on the wall shot it. Jesus,” he said, and sipped the bourbon. He felt a little light-headed. A nice warmth coursed through him. He found that the flying thing – which was like no bird he’d ever seen – didn’t really bother him.

      “So were you going to tell me you spent two-hundred grand or not?” Eve asked.

      He was still looking out the window. “I didn’t think you’d mind. I just bought you the Escalade you wanted, didn’t I?”

      “You did. And I love it. Maybe you can make it up to me for not telling me about the money you spent.”

      “How’s that?” he said, sipping the bourbon.

      “Turn around,” she said.

      He did, and she dropped the towel to the ground.

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “Like what you see?” Eve said.

      “I do. When did you have that done?”

      “The salon did it for me.”

      “It’s sexy,” he said.

      “Then why don’t you put down that drink and come fuck me?”

      
      And he did. Twice. They were both sitting up in bed, both with a sheen of perspiration coating their skin. He’d pretty much forgotten about the thing he’d seen fly across the sky. It now seemed like a distant memory.

      “That was intense,” Nate said.

      “It was. We haven’t done it twice like that in years. Did you like that thing I did?”

      “Definitely,” Rick said.

      “I could tell,” she said, grinning.

      The grin faded, and her brow worked into a frown. “I don’t think Rick and Julie care for me.”

      He took her hand. He’d always loved her hands. Slender and soft. “It’s not that. Sometimes you can be a little cool towards people is all.”

      “They think I’m a gold digger,” she said.

      “I don’t. We’ve got the money. I like to treat you right,” Nate said.

      “And you do. You treat me like gold. Money or not. We need to get away more. Just be alone.”

      They didn’t have kids. He loved children but had no desire to have a family, and Eve had felt the same way. “We are alone. No kids, we can do whatever we want.”

      “I mean getting away more often,” she said. “Get you away from the business once in a while.”

      “We can do that,” he said. “I know this isn’t the ideal trip, but Rick’s been my friend forever, you know?”

      “I know, I just don’t get this place,” Eve said. “It’s weird. Remember when we met?”

      He’d seen her across the room at a Make-a-Wish gala, the stunner in the black evening gown. Wherever she walked, he’d noticed the glances she’d gotten from the men in the room. And from some of the women, too. Although there was probably some venom behind the looks from the females in the room. He’d introduced himself, they’d talked most of the night and he took her out dancing after the gala. They married a year later. That was thirteen years ago.

      “You’re still as beautiful as ever.”

      She leaned over, nuzzled his neck, and kissed him below the jawline. It sent a shiver through him. “You’re a good man, Nate. I do love you.”

      She slipped her hand out of his, threw aside the sheets, and stood. He admired the curve of her hips, the shape of her buttocks. “Where you going?”

      “Shower. Want to join me?”

      He did.

      
      They’d spent the day hanging around the lodge. Rick and Julie had gotten a couples’ massage. Rick had broken down and gotten a facial. It had been incredibly relaxing, although he wouldn’t dare tell Nate, who would probably ask him where he kept his tampons if he found out.  The spa treatments had been followed by lunch with Nate and Eve.

      Now, it was ten minutes to six and they were standing in the lobby. Sutherland was leaning against the front desk.

      “We're heading out in a few minutes for the first tour. I'll be leading it. You need to listen to me at all times. My associates here will be joining us. Do not be stupid. Make sure and fucking listen to me, understand?”

      Rick felt juiced up, excited. “So what’s on the tour?”

      “Your buddy has asked me to keep it a surprise until we're on the tour, birthday boy, remember?”

      He glanced at Nate, who shrugged his shoulders.

      “If there's an emergency, we will instruct you what to do. These men are trained to handle themselves in tense situations.”

      “Tense situations?” Julie asked. “Nate, what kind of present is this?”

      “You'll be blown away. Trust me. This is gonna be awesome,” Nate said, shifting in his seat like a restless school child.

      Eve only sat and shook her head. “I love you Nate, but I don’t know about this.”

      “Marital bliss,” Sutherland said. “It's a beautiful thing.”

      A cell phone jingled, and Sutherland took it from his belt. Answered it. “Ready? Okay. We'll bring them down.”

      After ending the call and putting the phone in a holster on his belt, Sutherland said: “All right ladies and gentlemen, listen up. I'm not having you sign a waiver because we don't like a paper trail up here. But anything happens to you, any injuries, and we're not liable.”

      “What would happen?” Julie wondered.

      “Relax. We've never had an incident. I have to give the speech. Any one goes to the press about what you see tonight, and you'll have problems. You, Rick and Julie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You have a daughter named Maria, right? She's a freshman at Fredonia State. It would be a pity if someone followed her from one of her classes.”

      “What the fuck is your problem?” Rick said, starting to stand up.

      One of the armed men clamped a hand on his shoulder and sat him down with authority.

      “Relax. You keep quiet, all will be well,” Sutherland said.

      Julie said, “How do you know that?”

      “We do our homework. Now Nate, I would hate for there to be an accident at one of your restaurants. A fire? Worse yet, maybe a salmonella scare.”

      Nate's face flushed. “You son of a bitch.”

      “Again, keep your mouths shut and there’ll be no problems. Got it?”

      Sutherland's cell jingled and he answered. “Sutherland. Right. It's outside? I'll bring them down.”

      He ended the call and said, “We're ready to start.”

      
      They walked outside the front gates where an armored personnel carrier waited. It was painted in green camo. A .50 caliber machine gun had been mounted on top. A rear ramp opened and Sutherland ushered them all in side.

      Benches lined either side of the APC and they all took a seat on the same side. Sutherland and his boys took the seat on the other side.

      Sutherland looked at them, said: “Nervous?”

      “Confused as hell,” Rick said.

      The ramp door closed, the hydraulics humming until it shut.

      The vehicle rolled forward, jostling them on the benches.

      Sutherland held onto a strap fixed to the roof of the APC. He looked as calm as a man riding the bus to work. The other two men, the ones with the machine guns, did the same. Like they'd done it all before.

      They drove in relative silence for about ten minutes until the APC slowed down.

      Sutherland took a mini walkie-talkie from his belt, hit talk, and said: “All clear? Okay. Open up.”

      The APC rolled forward for a minute, then stopped again. Sutherland hit a button that lowered the ramp and Rick absurdly felt like he was getting ready to storm an enemy position. Who knew? Maybe he was.

      They stepped into a smaller compound surrounded by more concrete walls. Men patrolled the walls on catwalks. There was a tower in the middle of the complex with a catwalk around it, much like the guard towers one would see if driving past the state prison. Sutherland directed them to the tower and they stepped inside to find a winding staircase.

      Their whole party went upstairs, Nate breathing heavy and Eve muttering curses under her breath. Something told Rick that Nate might not be seeing his bride naked for quite some time after their trip to the mysterious island.

      At the top, a man with night vision binoculars and a high-powered rifle stood in the tower. He was scanning back and forth with the binoculars. As they walked in, he lowered the binoculars and gave a nod.

      Sutherland said, “How's it look?”

      “There's some activity. I think your customers will get a good show.”

      Sutherland turned and grinned. He was missing a tooth in front. “Hear that? You're going to get your money's worth. We can step out onto the observation deck.”

      They exited onto a platform that encircled the tower. There was a metal railing to keep them from falling off.

      Rick leaned on the railing and looked out at the dense forest below. There was a small clearing several hundred yards away. It was bathed in moonlight.

      “He’s been hunting in this area,” the man with the radio said.

      “Release the bait,” Sutherland said into his walkie-talkie.

      A moment later Rick heard a high-pitched squeal and saw a massive boar enter the clearing. It rooted around, sniffing the ground and grunting. He’d never seen a wild boar; it had to weigh five hundred pounds if it weighed an ounce.

      The boar continued to sniff around and then Rick saw its ears prick up. The animal stood completely still. Rick couldn’t tell for sure, but it appeared to be trembling a little. What the hell could make such a beast tremble?

      “Nate, are we done yet?” Eve asked. “It’s cold up here.”

      “Quiet,” Sutherland said.

      The bush began to rustle and the boar let out a series of panicked grunts, but still it remained rooted to its spot. A moment later Rick saw a huge form emerge into the clearing.

      It was roughly seven to eight feet tall. Massive shoulders. Shiny, gray-black fur. Pointed ears. Even from up here, he could see the wicked sharp claws at the ends of its fingers. And it walked on two legs. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say he was looking at a werewolf.

      The werewolf pounced on the boar and scooped the poor beast up in its hands, claws sinking into the boar. It bit into the hapless boar and ripped out a huge chunk of flesh. The boar squealed and thrashed, but the wolf-thing only dug its claws in deeper, holding the dying animal in place.

      “I’m gonna puke,” Eve said.

      “You do, lady, and you’ll clean it up,” Sutherland said.

      “Jesus Christ!” Nate said. “Will you look at that?”

      The werewolf savaged the boar, ripping away chunks until the creature moved no more. The wolf-thing looked up, seemingly right at Rick. Its eyes seemed to glow a hot yellow. It threw its head back and let out a howl, the same noise they had heard upon arriving at the island. The hair on Rick’s arms stood at attention. The werewolf ran off into the woods with its prize. They were all silent.

      Julie said, “What the hell did we just see?”

      “Some amazing special effects, from the look of it. That was incredible,” Rick said.

      “Those weren’t special effects,” Sutherland said.

      “C’mon. How did you do it? A guy in a suit? Some sort of projected CGI images? It looked amazing,” Rick said.

      “Rick,” Sutherland said. “It’s real, I fucking assure you. Would you like to go down and see for yourself? If you do, I hope your life insurance is paid up.”

      The look on Sutherland’s face told Rick he wasn’t joking. Rick was about to protest when the wind picked up and blew their way. It brought with it the stink of blood and a wild, animal smell with it. Could they have introduced the smell somehow? Dumped a bunch of guts on the ground?

      Julie said, “What was that thing?”

      “A werewolf. Always a wolf, though. None of that changing from man to wolf crap. He eats two of those boars a week,” Sutherland said. “You folks really got a good look at him.”

      Rick peered at the ground in the clearing: it appeared to be slick with blood. And he couldn’t deny the smell.

      “Still want to go see? I’ll take you out there in the APC,” Sutherland said.

      “Yeah, actually I do,” Rick said.

      “Rick, maybe you shouldn’t,” Julie said.

      “No. Let’s see Mr. Sutherland put his money where his mouth is.”

      Nate said, “I’m coming too.”

      “Ladies?” Sutherland said.

      “I’m staying here,” Eve said.

      “Me too,” Julie said.

      “All right boys,” Sutherland said. “Let’s take a ride.”

      
      It took a few minutes for the APC to reach the clearing. They pulled up on a rutted road that gave them a view of the clearing.

      Sutherland said, “We’re not getting out. I have no desire to get ripped to pieces. Go up front and look out the window if you want, get a better look at the blood.”

      Rick moved up into the driver’s area of the APC. The driver, a thin man with a scarred face, nodded to Rick. Looking out the window, he saw the bright red blood staining the ground. There were also large prints that the wolf-thing had left behind.

      In addition to the wolf, he couldn’t deny the flying creature they’d seen shot down outside their room. He supposed if the island’s owner wanted to put on a special effects show, he would do it and invite the public at fifty bucks a head.  Not charge hundreds of thousands of dollars.

      “Convinced now? No movie bullshit. That creature was real,” Sutherland said.

      Rick nodded.

      Nate said, “I told you this place would be awesome.”

      Rick couldn’t help but grin, as his buddy sounded like an excited fourteen-year-old kid.

      Rick returned to the rear of the APC and took a seat on the bench. “When that siren went off earlier, we saw a flying thing get shot down outside the lodge. What was it?”

      “More residents on our island. We might go see them on the third night of the tour. Might. They’ve been extra hungry lately, though. They’ve also been more aggressive. Could be a little too dangerous,” Sutherland said.

      “Yeah, we saw it from our room, too,” Nate said. “What was it?”

      Sutherland put up a hand. “In time. The owner has brought in some amazing specimens from around the world. Stuff people only see in movies and nightmares. And it’s all a hundred percent fucking real. Shall we go pick up your women?”

      Nate and Rick nodded in agreement.

      Sutherland’s radio crackled. “Sutherland, you there?”

      He unclipped it from his belt. “Copy.”

      “He’s on the move. Heading towards you guys.”

      “All right. We should be fine. Keep an eye on him,” Sutherland said. “We’re moving out. Over.”

      He clipped the radio back to his belt. “Our large, furry friend is headed this way. Seems he wants seconds. Don’t worry, we’re safe in here.”

      The driver pulled the APC into the clearing and began to turn it around.

      Something thumped on the roof, kicking Rick’s heart into overdrive.

      
      The thumping intensified. It was accompanied by a series of deep snarls. Whatever it was sounded big and angry. The APC’s top hatch shook fiercely. The snarls worked into growls. Rick was sure the hatch was going to be ripped off.

      Sutherland must have seen the look on his face, because he said: “Don’t worry. That steel’s been reinforced. He can’t get through.”

      Sutherland took out his .44 Magnum.

      Nate said, “I thought we were safe in here.”

      “Just a precaution,” Sutherland said. “Nick, get us out of here. See if you can shake him loose.”

      Nick pulled forward, approaching the road. Rick saw the massive form land in front of the APC; it was tall enough to look in the windows. The hot eyes glowed. Blood slicked its muzzle. It made a fist and punched the windshield. The glass held, but Rick recoiled from the force of the wolf’s blow.

      “Nick, run him over if you have to,” Sutherland said.

      Nick reversed the APC, backing up to gain momentum. Rick gripped the strap that hung over the bench. Nate did the same. The werewolf crouched down, as if waiting to meet the APC head-on. Nick gunned the engine and the APC rumbled forward.

      As the APC almost reached the beast, it leapt up landed on top of the APC. Its heavy footsteps pounded the roof and Rick heard it move towards the back. It gave a blood-chilling howl as the APC hit the rutted road and bounced along.

      His heart did a jackrabbit beat in his chest.

      “He must’ve been full,” Sutherland said.

      “Shit,” Nate said. “You have to admit that was kind of awesome.”

      Despite being out of breath and feeling like his heart might pop in his chest, he couldn’t deny that Nate was right.

      
      After picking the girls up, they made their way back to the lodge. They decided to have a drink in one of the lodge’s three lounges. Nate and Rick ordered beers. The girls ordered glasses of Merlot. They sat at a table in a dark corner. The bartender was polishing the walnut bar with a rag.

      They hadn’t spoken of the werewolf so far. The ride back in the APC had been silent.

      Eve broke the silence. “I want to go home. You tell Sutherland he’d better get a goddamned plane here. This place is crazy.”

      “Will you relax?” Nate asked. “It’s perfectly safe.”

      “Nate, that thing ate a wild boar like it was a snack. It was real, right? Rick, you saw it up close,” Eve said.

      “Yeah,” Rick said. “They’re not faking.”

      “See?” Eve said.

      Nate gave him a reproachful look, as if Rick had betrayed him somehow.

      “There’s no plane, Eve. So have some wine and relax,” Julie said. “We’re safe here, and I think the men are enjoying themselves. It was kind of cool, to be honest.”

      Eve clucked her tongue. “You’re as bad as them.”

      
      Sutherland was seated in his office looking at the display on his laptop. Checking the weather, as he did periodically. There was a nasty storm moving in. High winds. Torrential rains. Potential flooding. This was going to complicate things.

      The storm was set to make landfall tomorrow night around eleven p.m. That meant there would be time to take the group out for a tour tomorrow before the storm hit.

      He enjoyed the job. In his previous jobs he’d been a bouncer, a second-rate prizefighter, and had worked as a bodyguard for a washed-up eighties hair band. He’d spent most of his time with the hair band trying to score them gash. You’d be surprised how many middle-aged women didn’t mind coming backstage and getting friendly with their aging rock heroes.

      He’d ended up here through an old connection from his bodyguard days. He wasn’t quite sure who owned the place. The guy who’d hired him would only tell Sutherland that the owner was worth roughly eighteen billion dollars and didn’t want word about this place getting out. Hence the threats to the visitors and the steep price tag for taking the tour.

      He didn’t know how long the place could stay a secret. In the Internet Age, secrets didn’t last long. For now, he was enjoying it. The money was nice, and no one else could say they had a job like his.

      He picked up his cell and dialed Tommy’s number.

      “What’s up Sully?” Tommy said.

      “I told you not to fucking call me that,” Sutherland said. “Come down to my office.”

      He ended the call and a moment later Tommy DiSilvo came strolling in. Tommy was linebacker big. He had a sad, hang-dog look about him. Tommy carried a chrome-plated .45. He’d worked as enforcer for the Gambinos back in the day. “Hi Sully.”

      “Quit fucking with me. There’s a bad storm coming in. I want to get them out tomorrow for a tour before the storm comes in. I’m thinking the zombie range. Can you take them?”

      “Sure. I think they’ll like it,” Tommy said.

      “Yeah. Right up their alley. The guys anyway. That one broad’s cold as snow.”

      Tommy said, “Needs to get laid. I’ve seen it a million times.”

      Sutherland’s phone jingled. He answered.

      “Sutherland, it’s Franklin.”

      Shit. The Chairman of the Island’s Advisory Board. Rumor was Franklin had direct access to the mystery billionaire who owned the place. “You calling to bust my balls, Franklin?”

      “Would I do that?” Franklin said.

      “You’re like a bad rash that I can’t shake. What do you want?”

      “I have another group coming to stay,” Franklin said.

      Fuck. They liked to keep visitors to no more than four or five at a time. It made it easier to corral them and there was less likelihood of someone running off and getting torn to bits. “One group only.”

      “This is a special case. Our benefactor knows these people personally. She’s some heiress. Her, her daughter, and the girl’s boyfriend.”

      “Shit,” Sutherland said. “When?”

      “Coming in around nine tomorrow morning. Private yacht. They’re coming in at the south dock.”

      “They’re not leaving the yacht here. It’ll attract attention. Plus, a storm’s coming in,” Sutherland said.

      “It’s a drop off only. The yacht doesn’t stay.”

      “I suppose I have to babysit her,” Sutherland said.

      “Take good care of her. The boss will want to know how it went,” Franklin said, and hung up the phone.

      “So?” Tommy asked.

      “So, they don’t pay me enough sometimes. I’ll have to make sure there’s a suite ready to go.”

      As much as he liked working here, sometimes he felt like a glorified cruise director. Only on an island. If they ever asked him to start up shuffleboard and limbo contests, he was getting the fuck out of here.

      “Tommy, make sure one of the suites is ready for them. Have housekeeping make it nice, huh?” Sutherland said.

      “Of course. After that I’ll get the range set up for the zombies.”

      “Yeah. And find out which of them has fired a gun.”

      
      Haley West was in awe of the island. The concrete walls were massive, and the lodge was like a palace.

      It was the eve of her sixteenth birthday, and her mom had promised her a once-in-a-lifetime trip, something that could never be repeated.

      She stepped onto the dock holding Brian’s hand. They were both wearing their favorite horror T-shirts and jeans. She had on a shirt that said Camp Crystal Lake Counselor. Brian a shirt advertising the Overlook Hotel.  Her mom had promised something horror-themed. She was hoping for maybe a zombie hunt of some kind. She’d read about an abandoned mall in England that was set up with zombie actors and you could run around and blast them with Airsoft guns. Something like that would make for a great birthday.

      Two men approached. The one in the front looked to be about fifty. He looked tough, like his nose had been broken more than a few times. The guy behind him was big and somehow reminded Haley of a St. Bernard. She got a little worried when she noticed they were both armed.

      “Welcome. Mrs. West?” the smaller guy said.

      Mom shook his hand. Valerie West wore a flannel shirt with a down vest over the top, jeans, and heavy boots.

      “My name’s Sutherland. This is Tommy. We’re two of your hosts.”

      Sutherland proceeded to go over a list of rules: don’t leave the compound, no cell phones, no photos, and they’d be searched before going inside. And an alarm went off, they were to return to their rooms.

      “What is this place?” Brian asked.

      “You’re gonna like it, kid, trust me,” Sutherland said.

      “There’s a storm coming in, right?” Mom asked. “Our captain was telling me about it. Water’s already a little choppy.”

      “That’s right. You mind me asking what a boat like that sets you back?” Sutherland said.

      “About forty million dollars,” Mom said, turning to look at the yacht. “It’s a little excessive. It was my father’s. But it got us here, and that’s what’s important.”

      “Tommy will take your bags,” Sutherland said.

      Tommy stepped up and took their suitcases, which were sitting behind them on the dock. The yacht’s crew was making preparations to disembark. They would return in three days to pick up Haley, her mom, and Brian. Haley felt a little tingle in her belly. She looked up at the wall. A man stood up there with a scoped rifle. Why did they need those? She was sort of excited to find out.

      “That’s wild,” Brian said.

      “Yeah,” Haley said. “I can’t wait to go inside.”

      
      The place was amazing. She had a cheeseburger for lunch that tasted like nothing she’d ever had before. It was juicy and had a bunch of different cheeses on it. Brian had eaten half a gourmet pizza. Her mom had opted for salmon and broccoli. She was always health conscious, ran five miles a day and did something called hot yoga.

      As the waiter was clearing their plates, Sutherland approached.

      “We have an opportunity for a tour,” he said. “Normally we do most of them at night, but one of our specimens is active right now. And with the storm coming, we could get out and have a look.”

      “Specimens?” Haley asked.

      “You’ll see. Be ready in half an hour,” Sutherland said. “Meet by the front desk. Dress warm.”

      
      “You should put on more than that old sweatshirt,” her mom said.

      “I have layers on underneath,” Haley said.

      She loved the big, old Misfits sweatshirt, and she did have two layers of thermals underneath the sweatshirt. How cold could it be?

      Cold for her mom. She kept the down vest and flannel shirt on. She added a pair of wool gloves to the ensemble. She looked sporty and somehow glamorous in the outdoor attire. Haley saw the way the men looked at her mother, and men constantly approached her out in public. She didn’t know if it was because her mother was stunning or because men recognized her as the heiress to the second biggest telecom fortune in the country. Either way, she wasn’t hurting for dates.

      “I should go check on Brian,” Haley said. “He’s probably lonely.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” her mom said.

      Mom and Haley were roomies for the trip; Brian had his own room. Under pain of death, Haley was not to be alone with Brian in his room. If she had told her mother she’d let him feel her tits last Saturday behind the garage, she would’ve had a stroke. She wouldn’t be sharing that bit of information and she’d sworn to murder Brian if he breathed a word to anyone.

      “A girl can try.”

      “Not on my watch,” she said. “You ready?”

      “Yep. Tell me what we’re going to see?”

      “That would ruin the surprise. Plus, I’m not a hundred percent sure myself.”

      They left the suite, which was incredible. She planned on sinking into the whirlpool tub later on. It had an amazing view of the woods and hills in the distance.

      She went ahead to Brian’s room and knocked on the door. He came out wearing a pea coat and a matching black cap.

      “You look like you’re going to rob a bank,” Haley said.

      “Funny, loser,” he said.

      “Come on, you two. Sutherland isn’t the type of guy who likes to be kept waiting.”

      
      As they entered the lobby, Haley saw that her mother had been right. Sutherland was standing near the front desk checking his watch as if waiting for a bus to arrive.

      “You’re late,” he said. “Our tours run on time.”

      “For what I’m paying you,” Mom said. “You can be a few minutes late.”

      Sutherland frowned and made a grumbling noise. He turned away and said, “C’mon. Follow me.”

      There were two men with earpieces in their ears flanking Sutherland. They were dressed in black combat gear. Their black boots shined, reminding Haley somehow of beetles. They had submachine guns slung over their shoulders.

      “Why do they have guns?” she whispered to her mother.

      Sutherland had heard her question. “For your protection, young lady. And so you can enjoy the tour, worry free. These men are hand picked. All are former Special Forces. You’re in good hands.”

      Mom shrugged. “Just go with it. We’re in good hands, like he said.”

      They followed Sutherland to the dock, where a military-style boat waited. There was a huge machine gun turret on top with another black-clad man behind the gun. The boat was painted in gray camo and had the numbers 716 painted on the side.

      “Hop on board. We’re going to the other side of the island,” Sutherland said.

      They boarded the boat and Haley leaned on the railing and watched the water lap against the boat’s hull. In the distance, the clouds were dark gray, and a definite chill filled the air. She found herself wishing she’d heeded Mom’s warning and opted for a heavier coat.

      “This vessel saw action in Vietnam. We restored it and put it to use,” Sutherland said.

      Brian joined Haley at the railing. “Why all the heavy armaments?”

      “Jesus, you kids ask a lot of questions.”

      The boat’s engines came to life and they pulled away from the dock. Haley took a seat on a chair that had been bolted to the deck.

      The boat rounded the island, rocking in the waves. She heard a radio crackle from behind her.

      “We’re going to move closer to shore,” Sutherland said. “Have a look see.”

      As they drifted close to shore, all Haley saw were dense trees. This was starting to feel like a little bit of a rip off. “What are we looking for?”

      The boat came to a halt and drifted for a few moments. She heard a splash and realized they had dropped anchor.

      Haley peered into the woods. She saw something large and dark standing in a copse of trees. It was looking back at her. A rotten-egg stink drifted towards the boat. “There’s something in the woods.”

      “It’s what we came to see,” Sutherland said.

      She looked into the woods. It was still there, the dark outline of something man-shaped. It appeared to be half as tall as some of the trees. A tingling sensation spread through her guts, and all of the sudden, the cheeseburger wasn’t sitting so well with her.

      “Hey, there’s something in the water,” Brian said. “Swimming around the boat.”

      He was peering over the edge of the boat.

      “Kid, back away and come over here,” Sutherland said. “Now.”

      Haley was vaguely aware of something hurtling through the air, and the large object, which had been thrown from the woods, struck one of Sutherland’s guys in the head. He immediately went down. Haley gasped at the blood coming from his head. Even worse was the dent in his skull. Another rock as big as a bowling ball clunked on the deck. What the hell could’ve launched a rock that big with that much force?

      The man was groaning. Not moving.

      “Holy shit,” Brian said.

      “Sutherland?” Mom asked.

      “There’s a man in the water,” Brian said, pointing overboard.

      Something slammed against the side of the patrol boat. A horrible screeching sound pierced Haley’s ears. Then she saw the webbed, vaguely reptilian hands grip the edge. There were wicked, hook-like claws at the ends of the fingers.

      Something out of a nightmare pulled itself onto the deck. It smelled like rotting fish. Had black-green scales and walked on two legs. Dead, greenish eyes with no pupils. The mouth was an assortment of razor teeth that jutted in all directions.

      Sutherland’s other guy raised his submachine gun to fire, but the creature was quick, and it buried its claws in the man’s throat and tore sideways. The man went down gasping for air, throat gushing hot, red blood. Haley was too stunned to scream. Her feet felt bolted to the deck.

      Sutherland pulled his revolver and shot the creature in the back. Black fluid oozed out of the creature. The creature made a hissing noise and turned on Sutherland, who shot it again. This time the bullet seemed to ricochet off of its spiny, plated chest.

      Mom and Brian had gathered by the ship’s bow. Haley started to back up towards them.

      The creature fixed its dead gaze on her and charged. In one fluid motion, it slapped Sutherland to the deck, wrapped its arms around Haley, and drove her backwards. She tumbled overboard, clinging to the rotten, fish-stinking thing.

      The water hit her like knives. She rose to the surface. The thing tugged at her ankle from below. She beat at it, scraping her knuckles on the rough, scaly skin.

      She looked up at the boat and saw Brian leap into the water. He splashed next to her, swam over, and wrapped his arms around her torso, attempting to pull her away from the thing.

      It started to drag them both under. Water filled her nostrils and she gagged.

      For the first time in her short life, she thought this was maybe the end.

      
      Sutherland holstered his gun and stripped off his jacket; it would only weigh him down in the water.

      “Shoot it!” Valerie West said.

      “If you want your daughter dead, I’ll do that. I’ll hit her from here.”

      He had a knife tucked into his boot. He pulled it and jumped into the water. The chill of it nearly took his breath away. He was a decent swimmer. Had spent summers as a kid at a cottage on Lake Ontario and swam every day until he practically grew gills.

      Sutherland dove underneath the water and saw grabbed the creature’s arm. He took the knife and jabbed it in the neck.

      It thrashed in his grasp. He drove the knife in again and the creature pulled away from him. He saw it dart away, diving to the bottom. Now he had to get these kids the fuck out of the water before it came back.

      He surfaced, sucked air hard. The kids were thrashing around.

      “Follow me to the boat,” Sutherland said. They’ll pull us on board.”

      Sutherland swam towards the boat. He saw two more of the gill men explode from the water and scrabble up on deck. The first clawed the face off of one of his men from the hotel. The body fell overboard. The gunner came down from his turret, but the second creature caught him and dragged him overboard screaming. Sutherland was shocked at how fast it had happened.

      He watched Valerie West look down at the water, pondering.

      “Jump!” Sutherland said. “For fuck’s sake, jump!”

      She perched on the bow of the ship and managed to look somehow graceful as she plunged into the water.

      
      Rick was lounging on the bed with his fingers laced behind his head when a knock came at the door. Julie was next to him reading the latest Robert McCammon novel.

      “I’ll get it,” Rick said.

      He opened the door to find Tommy standing in the hallway. He had that placid, hound dog look about him. Rick glanced at his hands. They betrayed the sad dog exterior. Tommy’s hands were huge, the knuckles scuffed and scarred. The type of hands that could mash a face to bits or snap a neck with no problem.

      “We’re going on the tour,” Tommy said.

      “I thought it wasn’t for a few more hours,” Rick said.

      “Storm’s moving in ahead of schedule. We have time to do this now. So be in the lobby in five.”

      “What are we doing?” Rick asked.

      “It’s a big fucking surprise. I might jump out of a cake,” Tommy said, expressionless.

      Something told Rick it wouldn’t be a good idea to argue with him. “We’ll be there in five.”

      He closed the door. Julie had set her book in her lap.

      “Are you coming?” he asked.

      “You and Nate go, babe. It’s more your thing. Just please no more excursions into the woods?”

      “You want to go home, don’t you?”

      She sighed. “This is about you. It’s your birthday. We can’t leave the island, anyway. Might as well enjoy it. Just please be careful.”

      He went to her, leaned over, and gave her a big kiss. They held it for a moment.

      He pulled away and said, “You’re the best.”

      “Don’t you forget it,” she said with a smirk. “And no battling werewolves, or whatever that thing was.”

      
      He met up with Nate in the lobby near the front desk. The clerk was busy punching something into the computer. A moment later, Rick saw Tommy approaching. He was flanked by a bald man wearing an olive-drab commando sweater, jeans, and combat boots. Like everyone else around here, the guy was armed. A semiautomatic rested in a holster on his hip.

      “This is Mr. Oliver. He’ll be joining us,” Tommy said.

      Oliver nodded to them. He had grayish eyes. His expression was hard to read.

      “To the APC, gentlemen. I take it your better halves won’t be joining us,” Tommy said.

      “Couldn’t talk them into it,” Nate said.

      “No disrespect, but you need to lay some pipe on that woman of yours. She’s tighter than a nun’s box,” Tommy said to Nate.

      Rick saw Nate flush. He felt a little embarrassed for his friend, though he couldn’t deny what Tommy said wasn’t true. “I took care of business, don’t you worry.”

      “Just some friendly advice,” Tommy said.

      The APC was waiting for them out near the front gate. As they boarded, Oliver said to Tommy: “Boss, we’ve got about two hours before the storm hits.”

      A gust of wind kicked up, biting into the back of Rick’s neck. “So we’re good on time?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Tommy said. “You guys like zombies? Romero and all that?”

      They nodded in unison.

      “You’re gonna love this.”

      
      They pulled up outside another compound with high, concrete walls and got out of the armored personnel carrier. There were four chutes constructed out of steel bars that jutted out from the compound. The bars were a few inches thick. They looked like long cages. Rick noticed a metal staircase leading up to the top of the wall and a catwalk on the outside of the complex.

      Tommy said, “Follow me up.”

      They proceeded up the stairs. The smell of rotting meat grew stronger as they went up.

      When they reached the catwalk and looked down into the compound, Rick gasped. Several dozen emaciated people wandered the courtyard below. They had torn clothes, sunken eyes. Bones and muscle were exposed where skin had rotted away. They shambled around making pathetic groaning noises. They were damned authentic looking zombies, that was for sure.

      “Where did they come from?” Rick asked.

      “Never mind that. Follow me,” Tommy said.

      They went back to ground level. “I guess you’re the birthday boy. You can go first.”

      The APC driver brought them a steel case. Tommy took it and opened it. “Either of you ever shoot before?”

      They both nodded. He gave them some basic instructions on firing the semiautomatic pistols he pulled from the case.

      “You’ll get to shoot a zombie. You’ll step into the cage. Shoot for the head, just like the movies. If you don’t kill it, I’ll be standing nearby. I’ll shoot it for you if it gets too close.”

      “Wait. Were these people?” Rick said.

      “You sound like an old lady. You want to do this or not?”

      He didn’t know if he could do it; these were living things. Watching a werewolf hunt was one thing. Killing a human being was something else.

      Tommy slapped a magazine into the semiautomatic. He jacked a round into the chamber and held the gun out for Rick to take.

      There was a padlock on the combination cage/chute and Tommy removed a key from his pocket and unlocked it. He swung the gate open and Rick stepped inside. The far end of the chute was dim. He could make out the rough shape of a door leading into the zombie compound.

      A moment later, he heard metal squeal and saw the form come lurching forward. It dragged a busted leg behind it. It seemed to sense Rick at the end of the chute and picked up its pace.

      He fired the first shot and missed.

      The second shot clipped the zombie’s shoulder.

      It kept coming.

      “Aim for the head, Rick,” Nate said.

      “No Shit, Sherlock. I’m trying,” Rick said.

      The creature was within thirty feet. Rick took aim right between the eyes and fired. The bullet tore through the thing’s head, brains and bone splinters flying. It collapsed to the ground, rolled around for a moment, and was still.

      He stood for a moment and stared at the thing’s body. The zombie’s right hand twitched a little and he waited to see if it was going to get up and come at him again. It didn’t.

      “Okay,” Tommy said. “The authorities have been alerted. You just murdered a human being in zombie makeup.”

      Rick looked at him. “What? That was no actor.”

      “Relax. I’m fucking with you,” Tommy said. “That bag of bones was long dead before you shot him.”

      Despite himself, Rick laughed.

      “All right. I’ll let you out and your buddy can have a turn,” Tommy said.

      Rick’s hands were shaking. His heart felt like it was about to blow up his chest. But it was also damned exhilarating.

      “C’mon out of there and let me have a turn,” Nate said.

      Tommy unlocked the gate and Rick stepped outside. Tommy put his hand up to stop Nate. He went inside the cage and drew his semiautomatic. He approached the zombie and gave it a nudge with his foot. The zombie didn’t move. He grabbed the undead’s shirt and began dragging it out.

      “Don’t you have people to do that?” Nate asked.

      “You’re looking at him,” Tommy said, looking back over his shoulder.

      When he was almost at the gate’s entrance, Rick saw the thing’s hand twitch again. “I don’t think he’s all the way dead.”

      “His head is jelly. He’s left this world, trust me.”

      Tommy gave the zombie a final tug, and as he pulled the seemingly lifeless thing from the cage, it lifted its head and chomped down on his hand. Tommy screamed. The zombie’s teeth bit into Tommy’s hand. Blood welled up. He smashed the thing’s head again with the butt of his semiautomatic. Bits of skull flew through the air. He threw the zombie to the ground and examined his hand. “Fuck. I don’t know what happens if one of these things bites you. Fuck, that hurts!”

      Nick, the the driver, was standing outside the APC. “Nick. First aid kit,” Tommy said.

      Mr. Oliver stood nearby the APC and watched the woods. He now carried a mean-looking shotgun.

      Nick climbed into the APC and returned a moment later with a first aid kit. Tommy popped it open. He squirted some antibiotic ointment on the wound and slapped some Band-Aids on it.

      A moment later a radio crackled. Tommy unclipped it from his belt. “Talk to me.”

      A static-filled voice came over Tommy’s radio: “We got a distress call from Sutherland’s boat. Something attacked them. We keep trying to hail the boat, but no one’s answering. Over.”

      “Fuck. I mean copy that. We can go have a look. Over.”

      “Storm’s moving fast. Better hurry.”

      “Right. We’re moving,” Tommy said.

      Tommy clipped the radio back on his belt. He looked at them and said, “In case you didn’t hear that, Sutherland might be in trouble. Get inside.”

      “But what about my turn with the zombies?” Nate asked.

      “Maybe next time. Now move.”

      
      Haley watched her mom splash into the water. She stayed under for a moment before surfacing a few feet from them. When she came up, her hair was tangled with seaweed.

      “To the shore,” Sutherland said. “It’s our only chance.”

      Haley took a quick glance and saw they were about twenty yards from shore. Waves lapped up on a rocky beach. Beyond the strip of beach were dense woods. Would the gill men follow them into the woods?

      She swam forward, away from the boat.

      They had gone about thirty feet when she heard splashing coming from behind. The gill men had re-entered the water. She breathed hard, expecting a sharp tug on her leg at any moment.

      She was out in the lead, with mom and Brian directly behind her. Sutherland was last. He kept turning to see if they were being followed.

      As they drew closer to shore, Haley felt her foot scrape the bottom. The water got shallow. After going a bit farther, she was able to stand up and found herself in chest-high water. She sloshed towards the shore. The cold started to hit her; her body shook.

      The gill man exploded to the surface next to her. It lunged at her, arms extended. She got her hands up and grabbed its head. The rough, plated skin scraped her hands. It started to push her backwards. She looked at the dirty, milky eyes and thought that might be her chance.

      Go for the fucker’s eyes.

      She hooked her thumbs and dug them into the creature’s eyes. It let out a mewling hiss, mouth opening and closing, revealing needle teeth. She pressed harder and the creature reared back and dove back underneath the water.

      By now, Sutherland had swam in far enough to stand up. The second creature popped up ten yards behind Sutherland. He shot it in the head and it ducked beneath the surface.

      “Keep going. Out of the water,” Sutherland said.

      The four of them made it to the rocky beach. Clots of seaweed lay scattered among the sand and stones. Haley looked back at the water and figured the gill men had given up for now. Or they could be getting ready to pop out of the water again and come rushing onto the beach.

      The chill hit her. Immediately she began shivering.

      Mom and Brian looked just as miserable. Poor Brian’s teeth were chattering.

      Sutherland moved ahead of them. “C’mon, assholes and elbows. I don’t think they can follow us into the woods.”

      “You don’t think?” her mother said.

      “Less talking, more moving. There’s worse things in these woods, believe it or not.”

      
      The woods seem to swallow the little bit of sunlight that was left. It was a gray day, and clouds had been steadily rolling in. The dank woods didn’t help Haley to feel warmer or better. They moved through the brush. Haley kept looking back towards the beach, but they hadn’t been followed.

      There was a strong, skunk-like smell in the air, so bad that Haley could almost taste it. As they crashed through the woods, Haley said: “What’s that smell?”

      “Just keep moving,” Sutherland said. “There’s an observation tower up ahead.”

      She couldn’t help but wonder where the smell was coming from, or what had thrown the rock at the boat. She followed Sutherland’s instructions and kept moving.

      As they moved along, Haley got the feeling something was moving off to the side of their group. Just out of sight.

      Eventually they came to a concrete tower surrounded by a twenty-foot high concrete wall. There was a large, steel door in the center of the wall. Sutherland moved ahead of them and fished in his pockets.

      “Let’s hope I didn’t lose my key.”

      He pulled out a key and placed it in the lock. He gave it a turn and the door screeched.

      “Sutherland? Is something following us?” Haley asked.

      “We’re being stalked. Best get inside.”

      The group hurried into the compound, where a concrete tower rose above the trees. There was an observation deck outside the tower’s windows.

      Haley jumped as Sutherland slammed the door shut. He twisted a big lock shut and said, “There’s some emergency supplies in the observation tower. Follow me.”

      Sutherland opened the door and they followed him inside. He hit a switch and a dim light came on. The place was damp and creepy. It reminded Haley of her grandparent’s basement back home.

      A large, green cabinet stood against the wall. Sutherland unlocked that, as well. Inside were two shotguns, a first aid kit, flares, matches, and a small stack of firewood and kindling. There was also a box of newspapers.

      “Help me get a fire built, huh?” Sutherland said, grabbing pieces of firewood.

      Haley and Brian helped him get out the firewood and kindling. They built a teepee-style fire and crumpled newspapers inside. Sutherland struck a match and lit the newspaper in various spots.

      Within a few moments, the fire started up and the group stood around it, warming their hands. Haley was still frozen, but the fire helped a little bit.

      “Will anyone come looking for us?” her mom asked.

      “They should send someone out. I think our guy got on the radio before they killed him. It might take a bit for them to cross the island. That was our only boat out there,” Sutherland said.

      Haley glanced at the fire and realized it wasn’t much. With the wood they had, it wouldn’t burn long. “That fire won’t last.”

      “Smart girl. That’s why we’re going to get more wood, which involves going out there,” Sutherland said, nodding to indicate the woods.

      “With those things running around?” her mom said.

      “Mr. Sutherland, what threw the rocks?” Haley asked.

      “That, kid, was a Sasquatch,” Sutherland said.

      Brian grinned. He seemed to be gearing up to make a smartass remark, but the look on Sutherland’s face indicated it wasn’t a good idea.

      “Well we got attacked by gill men, so why not a Sasquatch, too?” her mom said.

      “Did you know about all this?” Haley asked.

      “It’s why we came. I didn’t think it would
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