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Anchor

Skull Island came alive after sunset.

It came alive in the very real, very loud way that only a haunted house and ghost boat tour run by a motorcycle club could—screams, boat horns, the smell of kettle corn, and the sound of fake chains dragging across wooden floors.

From the main dock to the haunted house perched near the edge of the bluff, every inch of the north side of the island was crawling with wide-eyed visitors and fake blood. Fog machines hissed. Chainsaws roared. Actors in torn clothing lunged at teenagers who were more excited to record it on their phones than to actually be scared.

And me? I was doing crowd control with a cup of stale coffee and a front-row view of the chaos.

The haunted house stood like an old Gothic manor, all faux weathered wood, black wrought iron accents, and windows that flickered with timed LED candlelight. Behind it, tucked further back into the trees, was our real home: the clubhouse.

Long, low, and built like a fortress, the clubhouse stretched out behind the haunted house in a rough L-shape under the cover of trees. The center of the building was the common area, a massive open space with a bar, couches, a pool table, and our Church room where club meetings went down. To the left of that were six bedrooms, mine included. To the right? Seven more. Every patch holder on the island lived there, and every one of us worked the business.

Kings of Anarchy, Michigan Chapter. 

We ran Skull Island. The haunted house. The ghost boat tours. The money that rolled in. All of it. Ours.

This was our territory. Our kingdom. Our show.

And every night, we gave the people exactly what they came for.

“Anchor!”

I looked up from my spot near the dock entrance. Skull, my Vice President, approached with his usual scowl and a fresh streak of stage blood across his jaw.

“We’re short three actors on the boat rotation,” he said. “Pull got hung up at the front gate breaking up some fight, and Wannabe’s still puking from whatever mystery meat he ate for lunch.”

“Send Lost in his place,” I said. “And tell Bob to fill in until we get through the first round.”

“Copy that.” Skull peeled off, already barking orders at anyone within earshot.

I took another sip of my coffee and scanned the dock. The members of the club were the vital moving parts of the island, but we also had about fifteen actors and workers that made the island run smoothly. They did their job of scaring visitors, and then they were off the island, too.

Three boats were loading now with full tours, packed with tourists from out of town. Each one would cruise across the narrow stretch of water toward the far end of the island while the island history and a ghost story played through speakers. Over there, we had a full-scale ghost town set up. Broken saloons. Collapsing mine shafts. Actors dressed as everything from colonial ghosts to feral mutants lurked in the shadows, ready to terrify anyone who stepped off the boat.

They’d walk the path through the ghost town and come back wide-eyed and screaming.

It was all fake.

And all profitable.

I turned to head back up toward the haunted house and stopped short at the sound of awkward giggling. My eyes tracked the noise until I spotted two teenagers, probably sixteen or seventeen, groping each other like they’d just discovered skin for the first time.

They were backed up next to one of the garbage cans behind the snack stand, half-hidden in the shadows, hands under shirts and lips locked in some sloppy tangle.

I sighed.

“Alright, break it up,” I called out and walked toward them.

The girl jumped and let out a squeak. The boy turned red instantly as he adjusted his jeans and tried to look innocent.

“This ain’t that kind of tour,” I said and crossed my arms. “You want to play adult, do it somewhere other than next to the dumpster.”

“S-sorry,” the boy stammered.

They nodded quickly and scurried off into the crowd.

I shook my head and kept walking. My boots crunched over gravel as I made my way back toward the haunted house.

Inside, the actors were rotating for the next wave. Screams echoed down the halls, speakers blared thunder and ghostly whispers, and the smell of fog fluid hung thick in the air. Piney stood near the entrance to the torture corridor, his makeup half-rubbed off, leaning on a prop skeleton.

“You good?” I asked.

“Had some kid scream so hard he pissed himself,” he said proudly. “Think I found my calling.”

“Try not to traumatize the guests too much. I don’t need parents suing.”

He grinned and ducked into the next hallway.

I took a slow lap through the house. Themed rooms lined the interior: cobwebbed dining halls, cursed nursery sets, flickering sconces, dripping red paint. The crew worked it like a well-oiled machine. Every jump scare was timed, every corner built to lead visitors into a scare zone.

Down the hall, Vin was resetting a hanging corpse rig while Cross and Push reset lighting in the rotating tunnel. Everyone had a job. Everyone pulled their weight.

We might’ve looked like chaos on the surface, but the Kings ran tight.

Always had.

Back outside, the sun was gone. The boats continued their cycle, ferrying screams back and forth across the water. 

They paid us, and we gave them nightmares.

Now that was the definition of a dream job.
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Pearl

“Pearl!”

I jolted as the door to the Brush Masters’ office banged open. The windows rattled and a stack of paint catalogs skidded across the floor like startled birds. My dad, Bert Richardson, stood in the doorway with a grin on his face, a half-eaten jelly donut in one hand and a crumpled sheet of paper in the other.

It was barely ten a.m., and already the old box fan behind my desk was doing nothing but pushing warm air in circles. The overhead light buzzed faintly and cast a yellow sheen across the piles of invoices and paint samples cluttered on every available surface.

“We got a job!” he said and stepped inside, powdered sugar trailing behind him like confetti.

I set down the estimate I’d been reworking for the third time that morning and leaned back in my chair. “Is it the lake house in Delmore? Because Mrs. Garvey still hasn’t confirmed her budget.”

“Nope. Bigger. Better. We’re going to Skull Island.”

That woke me up.

“Skull Island?”

He grinned wider and dropped the paper onto my desk. “The haunted house. Full repaint, inside and out. It’s a big one. They want it fast, and they want it custom.”

I blinked. “Are you serious?”

“Dead serious. You ever paint a torture chamber before?”

“Not unless you count that foreclosure in Baraton with the mildew walls.”

He chuckled and brushed powdered sugar off his faded polo. “These guys run a tight schedule. The haunted house stays open to the public, so we’ll have to work around them. That means early mornings and full daylight hours—no night shifts. They won’t be shutting it down.”

I picked up the sheet. It was a rough scope of work: exterior facade, multiple rooms, custom mural options. Two to three weeks. Multiple-story building. Specialized finishes. Weathered textures. Faux rust and aging. That sort of thing was right up my alley. I was the artsy one in the family; Dad was logistics. I made things look good. He made sure they stuck to the wall.

“Who contacted us?”

“A guy named Push. Works for the Kings of Anarchy. He said they saw our work on the high school gym and liked the way you handled the mural.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The Kings of Anarchy? As in, the motorcycle club?”

He nodded. “They own the island. Run the tours, haunted house, all of it.”

Everyone knew the Kings. Their name carried weight in the region, and not just in the scary-biker-rumor-mill kind of way. They ran Skull Island with eerie efficiency, and while no one talked much about what happened behind the scenes, they weren’t known for screwing around.

I leaned back in my chair. “So let me get this straight. We’re painting a haunted house owned by a motorcycle club with a reputation for keeping secrets and breaking bones. While it’s open for business. During daylight hours.”

“Yup.”

“Cool. No pressure,” I scoffed.

Dad smirked. “You’re going. Monday morning. You’ll do the walk-through with their guy.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’ve got the creative eye, kid. They want texture. Illusions. Visual storytelling. They want more than a coat of paint slapped on old walls. They want an experience. That’s your thing.”

He wasn’t wrong. I’d always gravitated toward artistic work: murals, faux finishes, layered effects that told a story. I loved the details. The challenge.

But still.

“You think they’re legit?”

“They paid a fifty percent deposit already. That’s more than legit. It’s a lifeline.”

He wasn’t wrong there either. Work had been slow. Slower than usual. We’d scraped through spring on a mix of residential repaints and commercial touch-ups, but we were down two contracts, and our last power washer had died a dramatic, watery death. This job could carry us through the dry spell.

“Alright,” I said and flipped through the packet. “I’ll prep a list. We’ll need matte finishes, textured paints, maybe some metallics for light tricks. I’ll pull reference samples for weathering, burn effects, aged stonework, that kind of thing.”

“That’s my girl,” Dad said with a satisfied nod. “Oh, and they want us to repaint the exterior facade too. Full Gothic refresh.”

I groaned. “That’s going to take scaffolding. And hours of detail work. I’ll have to sketch it all out first.”

“They’ll give you a tour of the place. Get a feel for the layout. And you know you’ve got the crew to help you.” He clapped me on the shoulder and turned toward the door. “You’ll kill it, Pearl. You always do.”

By early afternoon, I was elbows-deep in prep. I’d commandeered the back table in the workshop, dragged out my old project binders, and flipped through folders of faux finish references. The air smelled like paint thinner and coffee. The steady hum of the box fan buzzed in the background while I laid out paint chips like tarot cards.

I labeled folders: EXTERIOR - FAUX STONEWORK. INTERIOR - DUNGEON ROOM TEXTURES. MAZE - OPTICAL ILLUSIONS. I pulled samples from our storage room: grit-infused wall coatings, crackle glazes, smoke-ash finishes. Anything that could sell the illusion of decay without actually damaging the building’s structure.

The interior rooms, based on the notes Dad had given me, included themed chambers like an execution room, a twisted nursery, a fire-damaged parlor, and crypt tunnels. All designed to creep people out, and all needed repainting and enhancements.

We’d need daylight-only scheduling. That meant early starts, probably 4 or 5 a.m. to beat the tourist crowd that would be piling in after dinner time.  

I chewed the end of a pen while I scrolled through online references. Flame wash textures. Faux scorch marks. Peeling lead-effect latex. It was going to be a monster job. But it would also be fun.

Later that evening, I sat on my front porch with a glass of lemonade and my sketchpad in my lap. My knees were sore from crouching, and my fingertips were stained with charcoal and graphite.

I’d already sketched out two mural concepts. One was an illusion for the staircase wall, a hallway that stretched into impossible darkness. The other was a grotesque gallery of stretched faces, meant for a room labeled “The Collector.”

My mind kept drifting, though.

Skull Island.

I’d never been. Never wanted to. The stories alone were enough to make me steer clear. I was not into being scared intentionally. No, thank you.

Still. This was just a job. Paint was paint.

Right?

I exhaled and glanced down at my sketchpad. My latest drawing was a half-finished mural, a woman surrounded by shadows, her eyes wide, her mouth slightly open, as if she were about to scream or confess.

I figured whoever I would be meeting with on Monday would have more details on what they would want, but I wanted to go in with examples of what I could do. My weekend was going to be nothing but drawing and daydreaming until I saw the island with my own eyes.

Monday couldn’t come soon enough.
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Anchor

Saturday night on Skull Island wasn’t just busy, it was buzzing.

From the haunted house’s turret-style roof down to the gravel paths near the lake, every inch of the island pulsed with life and noise. Fog drifted like breath from the trees, curling around strobe lights and actors in blood-soaked costumes. The chainsaws were already screaming, the speakers inside the haunted house piped in thunder and moans, and a crowd of tourists lined up at the dock, their excitement thick enough to taste.

I stood near the boathouse, coffee in hand, watching it all unfold. My kind of chaos. The kind that made us money.

Kids ran around the ticket kiosks with glow sticks clutched like torches. Parents milled behind them, some pretending to be too old to be scared, others clinging to their partners as if they might not make it out alive. Our crew, dressed in everything from plague doctor masks to rotted sailor uniforms, wove through the crowd. The makeup team had outdone themselves tonight: sunken eyes, twisted teeth, jagged wounds that looked way too real.

Lost was near the dock’s edge, helping a group of teenagers onto the boat for the next haunted cruise. The lake behind them was pitch-black, perfectly still, until you were halfway across and the ghost town lights came into view.

The guests screamed, ran, laughed, and, most importantly, spent money.

“We’re almost at capacity,” Push said as he stepped up beside me, clipboard in hand. “Another three boatloads before we hit our limit. Haunted house has a 45-minute wait. Bob’s running out of peanuts.”

“That means it’s a good night,” I muttered and sipped my coffee.

“It’s a damn great one,” he agreed. “And Skull says the generator’s running clean. No surges.”

I nodded. That was rare. Usually, we lost a fog machine or lighting rig halfway through a Saturday night.

I turned to scan the edge of the path leading back toward the food court and saw Skull gesturing near the funnel cake stand. He was half in costume: leather duster, fake axe slung over his shoulder, dark makeup around his eyes that made him look half-dead. He pointed to the ticket line, made a twirling motion, and then jerked a thumb toward the dock.

“Skull says rotate boat crew after this run,” Push translated.

“Fine. Send Pull in for Lost. Tell Wannabe to help him.”

I moved back toward the dock, passing a group of twenty-somethings doing their best to act braver than they felt. One of the girls screamed as an actor lunged from behind a crate. She laughed right after, breathless, and I smiled to myself.

It was working.

Everything we built—the haunted tours, the scare setups, the ghost town, the elaborate boat ride—it all sold the story.

We made the freak show run like a machine.

Until Lost’s voice crackled through my radio.

“Anchor, come in.”

I hit the button. “Go.”

“You need to come down to the lower dock. Now.”

The tone in his voice made the hairs on my neck rise.

“What is it?”

“It’s... we found something. You just need to see it.”

The walk down to the lower dock took less than two minutes, but it felt like a mile. My boots crunched over gravel as I rounded the corner and spotted Skull, Piney, and Lost huddled near the far edge of the dock. Guests were still moving through the queue like nothing was wrong, but Lost had set up a makeshift barricade using rope and prop barrels. I could hear murmurs and confusion from a few guests nearby.

“Keep them back,” I snapped at the nearest worker. He nodded and started redirecting traffic toward the opposite side of the dock.

Lost looked pale and was shaking.

Skull was crouched over something in the reeds. His body blocked most of it from view. Piney stood behind him with his arms crossed and his jaw set like stone.

I approached slowly.

Skull looked up at me, and his face was unreadable. “He’s real.”

My eyes connected with the body he was kneeling over.

I dropped to a knee beside him. The man in the water was facedown, one arm hooked awkwardly around a broken piling. His shirt was soaked, clinging to his back in tatters. His jeans were half ripped. Swollen hands with bloated fingers. His neck was tilted at an unnatural angle.

Skull reached forward and turned the man over with a careful grip.

That’s when I saw it.

His mouth had been sewn shut. Crude black twine pierced through his lips, jerking them tight together in a grotesque pucker. His face was swollen, and his skin pale and sickly green. But what really grabbed me was the carving.

Five letters, jagged and deep, etched into the man’s bare chest:

KOAMC

Kings of Anarchy Motorcycle Club.

The letters were raw. Carved after death, maybe, or maybe just before. Either way, the message was loud and clear.

Piney swore behind me. Lost turned away and dry-heaved over the edge of the dock.

“Do you recognize him?” Skull asked quietly.

I studied the man’s face. Shaved head. No visible ink. No scars I recognized. Just blank, dead features and a grotesque warning carved into flesh.

“No. He’s not ours.”

Skull stood slowly. “It’s a message.”

“Yeah,” I said, standing too. “But from who?”

Piney stepped closer. “What kind of sick bastard sews a man’s mouth shut like that?”

“One who wants to scare us.”

“Or send a warning,” Skull added.

I looked around. The dock was well lit. Cameras overhead. Guests only just starting to notice the disturbance. I pulled my radio and hit the main channel.

“Push, get Vin. I want a scrub of all dock footage from the last three hours. No excuses. And have Cross get down here.”

“On it.”

“Also,” I added, lowering my voice, “keep it quiet. No cops. Not yet.”

Skull raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”

“We don’t even know who this guy is. We call it in, and they start digging into our business. Not happening.”

Piney nodded, but his fists were clenched.

I crouched again and stared at the man’s face.

“You think this has something to do with—” Piney started.

“I don’t know what this is,” I cut in. “But we’re going to find out.”

The water lapped softly against the dock. The lights flickered briefly, and the sound of laughter and screams from the haunted house still drifted down the path.

The island was alive.

But down here?

The real nightmare had just begun.

And somebody had dragged it right to our doorstep.
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Anchor

Pull and Piney wrapped him in a thick black tarp and then sealed him with duct tape to keep him from leaking anything across the dock. The air stank of lake water and fear, but no one said a word. Lost drove the utility cart with the headlights off, the quiet rumble of the engine masked by the fake storm sounds from the haunted house speakers up the hill. Skull and I walked behind, and our eyes scanned the tree line and paths for wandering tourists.

The boat tour crowd was too wrapped up in their own thrill to notice the real horror happening just feet away. A fog machine hissed near the ghost tour kiosk and covered the exit path in a white veil. Behind that, actors in rotted fisherman costumes leapt from barrels to scare guests getting on the boats. No one noticed us vanish into the woods.
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