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      The lights are out for good…

      After an EMP knocked out power around the globe, Matthew Riley and his family are finding a way to survive while their dangerous new reality sinks in. It was a struggle to reunite in the immediate aftermath, but the fallout from the dangerous journey may be even worse.

      Other desperate souls are converging on any place that might offer hope, and the Rileys’ hotel in Galena, Illinois, is a prime target. With food running short and medicine almost out, the Rileys will need to find supplies. But they’re not the only ones looking.

      While the family works together at the hotel, Matthew’s brother-in-law, Max, escapes from prison to reunite with them and the relative safety they offer. But dangerous enemies have their eyes on him and may put everyone at risk.

      With resources running out, family is the only bond that can be counted on. But those bonds are strained and frayed as the tensions of the new world begin to pull them apart. How can one family survive when the world has turned upside-down?

      Great news! Erupting Danger is even better than before - it was expanded & republished in February 2024!
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      Stay away from enclosed spaces. Stay away from crowds. Protect your daughter at all costs.

      Kathleen repeated those few lines in her head like a mantra as she studied the biker gang clogging the road in front of them. There were perhaps ten of them. Many of them wore bandanas and leather. Some were about her age. While a couple of older-looking members perched on their bikes, several that appeared to be newcomers milled around the road with restless energy.

      Already, she could feel her hackles rising as she studied the bikers. She yanked Allison behind her and over to the side of the road. Her daughter uttered a soft huff but fell back behind her. They weren’t off the road completely, but they were at least not in the bikers’ direct line of sight. It wouldn’t do much, Kathleen knew, but at this point, she knew they wouldn’t be able to pass unseen.

      A white van had been abandoned on the side of the road, its back doors hanging open. A tattooed man stood on the bumper with a head of cabbage and other produce smashed under him on the pavement. He dove back inside the van and pulled out more produce while the rest of the bikers laughed at his theatrics. Kathleen gritted her teeth. Not only were these people blocking the road, it looked as if they were stealing from the van as well and smashing food that could have fed others who might be hungry. She understood taking food that was needed for survival, but this looked as though they were ruining potentially good produce for the fun of it.

      This time the tattooed man handed bundles of carrots and a mesh bag full of what looked like melons to another biker. This man had a lot more patches and dangling fringe on his leather jacket than the others, making Kathleen wonder if he was the leader of this crew. The patched-leather man took the produce and handed it to another biker who secured it in a large travel bag attached to the bike. Kathleen couldn’t understand why they selectively saved this produce, but she’d been met with a lot of actions she couldn’t understand since leaving Chicago.

      “Just act like we’re passing these people on the street,” she muttered, more to herself than Allison.

      They had to be about a mile from the hotel. Just one mile from home. It felt so close and yet so far. Kathleen tossed her dark braid over her shoulder and began slowly walking her bicycle up the road with Allison close behind her. As she approached the bikers, she averted her eyes, hoping she and Allison would melt into the background, like squirrels or deer just passing by. It was unfortunate that they were forced to go around one end of the van to keep their bikes and stay on somewhat level ground. On the other side of the road, the road sloped sharply upwards and had been barricaded by a guardrail, giving them little space to pass by undetected.

      The trees swayed around them. The crisp air filled her lungs. She pushed her bike off the asphalt and onto the shoulder, which was filled with sharp sticks and fallen pinecones.

      As Kathleen and Allison drew closer, some of the bikers began to study them. Kathleen swallowed hard and tried to keep her eyes averted and to seem as unassuming as possible. If this were any other situation, she would have given them a wave and a friendly smile. She would have hoped they were having a good day and that they got to their next destination safely. But those days seemed like eons ago. Those niceties belonged to a time when her daughter hadn’t been manhandled by another gang on the side of the road. In the days when she hadn’t shot that man who’d hurt them.

      Some of the bikers whispered to each other as she and Allison approached. A strange anticipatory silence descended. The tattooed man handed off the last of the produce he’d gathered then stood on the bumper again with his arms crossed and his eyes narrowed at her. Kathleen refused to glance back at Allison and instead kept going with slow, steady steps.

      In response, two men and a woman pressed their backs against the van and crossed their arms as if guarding it. The man with the patched leather jacket glared at her and put one hand on the side of the van, as if he owned it.

      The tattooed man on the bumper took a deep breath and shouted, “Find your own haul, lady.”

      A sudden cold swept through Kathleen. She felt frozen in place. It wasn’t that his command had shocked her. At this point, she was used to the violence of strangers. What shook her is how much he sounded like Andrew Lang.

      Andrew Lang, who had tried to hurt both her and her daughter. Andrew Lang, who she had shot and killed to protect her daughter.

      She’d tried to be the mediator. She’d tried to take the high road, placate him, and hope his better nature would win out. That interaction had ended with Andrew dying on the ground with a gunshot wound to the neck.

      “You got a problem?” the man repeated in Andrew’s voice.

      Her body acted before her mind could catch up.

      She reached behind her back. As soon as she felt the ridged grip of the handgun, she whipped out the weapon and pointed it at the tattooed man while steadying her bike with the other hand. Beside her, Allison came to a stop. Kathleen heard her daughter’s sharp exhale.

      “Whoa, I didn’t mean to scare you, lady,” the tattooed man said, and his face melted from suspicious to pleading. “Nothing here is worth dying over. Put the gun down. We’re not going to hurt you.”

      “You’re the one robbing the van. Do you have the driver tied up somewhere?”

      “We’re just looking for supplies,” the leader with the patched jacket said. He held up his hands, palms out. He wore fingerless leather gloves. He took a step forward, and Kathleen swung the gun to point at him.

      Kathleen used the gun to gesture toward the head of cabbage that had been crushed on the asphalt. “Is this what you call that?”

      “It was rotten,” the leader continued. His voice was soft and lulling, as if trying to woo her into a false sense of security. Just like Andrew had made it seem like maybe she could reason with him. “You can see for yourself. We shouldn’t have made such a mess. Just having some dumb fun.”

      This sent a spear of ice into her chest. She couldn’t help but recall Allison struggling in the man’s arms after Andrew had hit Kathleen in the face.

      Kathleen growled, “I can only imagine what else you’d consider fun.”

      She thought of Andrew choking on his own blood. Andrew, who had thought it would be fun to backhand her and steal her things. Andrew, who had thought it would be fun to hurt Allison.

      Her hands began to tremble, and she tried to steady them.

      “I promise you,” the leader said calmly. “We won’t hurt you. We’re not trying to hurt anyone. This van was abandoned when we found it.”

      Kathleen hesitated. With many cars not working, it would make sense that this van might have been abandoned. Maybe he was telling the truth.

      Another man wearing a red paisley bandana shifted and took a step back. Kathleen caught his movement in her peripheral vision and saw his hand move toward his belt. That same cold rush of terror flowed through her. Without a second thought, she swung the handgun barrel to point at this new threat.

      She should have known. While the leader was spewing a bunch of crap about how they meant no harm, one of their members was getting ready to reach for the gun strapped to his waistband. Kathleen mentally slapped herself. After everything they’d been through, she shouldn’t hesitate anymore. The bandana man’s hand rested on his holster and stilled when he realized the gun was pointed at him.

      “Give that to me,” she demanded and held out her other hand.

      The man with the paisley bandana glanced between her and the leader. The leader nodded to him reluctantly.

      “Give it to me,” Kathleen repeated, this time just a touch louder. “Slowly. If you aim that gun at me or my daughter, it will be the last thing you ever do in this life.”

      The paisley man looked startled by her threat and carefully slipped the gun out of its holster. He extended it limply toward Kathleen’s outstretched hand. She snatched it from him and then turned her gun back to the leader.

      “Not going to hurt me, huh?” she asked. “What do you call that?”

      “We were just looking for food and supplies before your crazy turned up,” the man with the tattoo said, sounding angry. “You’re acting insane. Can you blame us for trying to defend ourselves?”

      Kathleen gritted her teeth again and studied the bikers. They watched her attentively. They didn’t have any water bottles or many packs strapped to their bikes that she could see. They had no reason to become so protective of the van unless they were hiding something in it. There was no reason for them to claim they were looking for supplies yet have limited ways to carry them.

      Realization dawned on her as though she’d been thumped on the head. Of course. They were most likely planning to raid the hotel where her family would be. Why else would they be so far up the road and so close to the hotel? They probably thought this van was the first prize waiting for them.

      She couldn’t let them get to the hotel. Yet she couldn’t let them hurt Allison. She was outnumbered. There was only one thing left to do to protect them both.

      “Allison?” She said her daughter’s name softly.

      “Yeah?” Allison responded. She sounded breathy, as though fear had stolen her voice.

      “Remember what we discussed earlier?” Kathleen asked.

      “I won’t leave you, Mom.”

      “You promised you would. You promised. Now is that time. Get out of here.”

      There was a moment when she thought Allison might disobey her. But thankfully, she heard the clatter of the bike falling to the ground and the sudden crunch of gravel as Allison shot past Kathleen and began running up the road away from the bikers and Kathleen. Toward the River Rock Hotel. Toward family and help.

      “You all need to turn around and head back to Galena,” Kathleen said to the leader. “There’s nothing here for you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      The leader looked exasperated. His hands trembled from being held up for so long. “I promise you. We’re just here to get some food. We have friends and family to look out for that need these supplies. I know it looks bad, but honestly, Jack wasn’t going to hurt you or your daughter. We wouldn’t do that. He was just defending us.”

      Lies, Kathleen thought. “Why would you be this far up the road, anyway? Why weren’t you down at the grocery store?”

      The leader went quiet. Distress was painted on his face. “The grocery stores have already been cleaned out. I swear to you. We weren’t going to do anything.”

      “You know about the hotel,” Kathleen hissed. “You’re trying to raid my home.”

      “No, we aren’t⁠—”

      “Shut up,” Kathleen said, taking a step back even as the gun remained steady in her hands. “First you steal from this van. Then you pull a gun on me. And now you’re telling me that you’re just out here for a nice ride through the trees?”

      The man’s face seemed to fall.

      Kathleen curled her hand around the trigger guard, her finger ready to pull the trigger. “I know you’re here to try to hurt my family. If you don’t leave, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe.”

      “Listen, I swear to you⁠—”

      “Don’t swear to me. Turn around and leave.”

      The bikers didn’t leave. The leader put his hands down, and the rest of the gang closed in around him. They faced Kathleen with stony expressions. Kathleen pursed her lips. She was severely outnumbered, but she’d do whatever it took to keep her family and her home safe.
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      Matthew put his arm around Patton and hugged him closer. With a relieved sigh, he looked over his shoulder and thought about what had just happened. He’d shot that man Samuel West.

      He couldn’t believe that he and his father had walked all the way from Madison to Galena. The fact that they’d finally made it home hadn’t quite sunk in yet. Neither had the feeling that they were safe, but hope still swelled within him. Things he once thought impossible had actually become possible. He listened to the birds chirping and the rustling of leaves overhead and…screaming?

      Was that screaming?

      He paused and listened hard. He heard it again. A high-pitched shriek. He turned to his father with wide eyes and asked, “Do you hear that?”

      Concern crossed David’s face, and he cocked his head to the side as if trying to hear better. Ruth, Patton, and Jade all went quiet as they listened for the shouting.

      “It’s getting louder,” Patton whispered.

      Matthew squeezed his son’s shoulder then stepped off the front porch. He still held the shotgun tight in his other hand. He lingered on the steps, peering down the road.

      “—ad! Dad! Help me! Dad!”

      The screaming got closer. Matthew’s heart leaped in his throat as a lanky teenager burst around the corner and ran for the hotel. He’d recognize that wild blonde hair anywhere. Allison ran as though she had wolves chasing her. One of her hands was up in the air and waving frantically.

      “It’s Allison,” Ruth said breathlessly behind Matthew.

      “Allison!” Matthew cried out. He bolted toward his daughter. He didn’t know what had happened, but Allison wouldn’t be screaming for him unless something was terribly wrong. He also didn’t want to ask why she was alone.

      He met her in the middle. She jumped into his arms, and he enveloped her in a huge hug. Tears streamed from her red-rimmed eyes. She wheezed for breath, and Matthew finally had to release her. But when he saw the fear on her face, Matthew’s own dread ignited inside his stomach.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as she tried to catch her breath. “Allison, honey, tell me what’s wrong.”

      Allison gasped for air and pointed back the way she’d come. “There’s some guys…with guns…”

      “Where’s your mother?” Matthew demanded, hating that he sounded as if he were angry. He gripped her shoulder. “Allison, tell me where your mother is.”

      If something happened to Kathleen…

      “There was a van with food and supplies in it,” Allison panted and coughed. “These bikers were raiding it. One pointed a gun at Mom. She told me to run and get help. Dad, I’m so sorry, but that’s what she told me to do!”

      “Are you okay?” Matthew demanded.

      “I’m fine, but Dad, I left Mom with them. They’re a mile down the road. Who knows what could have happened!” Allison’s face was marked with distress.

      “I’ll get her. Stay here,” Matthew said and gripped the shotgun tighter.

      Allison nodded weakly and braced her hands on her knees. “Dad, be careful.”

      Matthew didn’t stick around to hear anything else. Adrenaline surged within him. His wife was in grave danger. She needed help. She needed him. He ran, and it felt as though his feet flew over the road. Far too soon, his thighs burned with the exertion, and he tasted metal in the back of his throat. His lungs ached. He might have walked all the way from Madison, but he wasn’t used to full-on sprinting. Only the thought of Kathleen kept him going.

      Matthew’s sweat coated the smooth handle of the shotgun. He kept it close and propped it up under his arm as he rounded a corner and the white delivery van came into view. A group of bikers stood close to it in a semicircle. He could make out Kathleen in a heated argument with another member of the group, a man with a leather jacket decorated with a lot of patches. Relief zinged through him seeing that his wife was still standing and for the most part unharmed.

      The rest of the bikers were focused on their argument. Matthew caught sight of a gun in Kathleen’s hand. He spotted a biker wearing a paisley bandana slip his hand into his back jean pocket. He pulled out a switchblade and flipped the blade out discreetly behind his back. Panic rushed through Matthew. The man widened his stance. His gaze seemed fixated on Kathleen.

      Matthew didn’t have time to think. His wife’s life was in danger. He came to a stop and pulled the shotgun up to his shoulder. He aimed at the man and pulled the trigger.

      The shot seemed to echo over the mountain like thunder. Matthew momentarily lost his hearing, though it soon came back with a low whine. He heard screaming. The man dropped the knife to clutch at his shoulder as he fell to his knees. Blood seeped from between his fingers. Matthew flipped the safety on and ran toward the man to make sure he couldn’t get to the knife again.

      The man with the paisley bandana reached for the weapon and cried out in surprise when Matthew kicked the knife away from him. That cry of surprise quickly turned to one of pain as Matthew stomped on the man’s fingers. The man clutched his fingers under one arm and stared at Matthew with a mix of rage and hatred. Other members of the biker gang lunged for their fallen friend and pulled him to safety and surrounded him like a protective wall.

      The man with the leather jacket that Kathleen had been arguing with looked shocked and horrified. “Don’t shoot us. Please, stop shooting! We haven’t done anything wrong!” he yelled.

      “Kathleen, come here,” Matthew said. Kathleen looked dazed, but she inched closer to Matthew and away from the bikers. He glanced at her and felt his heart sink. He couldn’t believe how pale she looked. Her eyes seemed wide and focused only on the leader of the biker gang. Her handgun looked steady in her hands.

      “We weren’t hurting anyone,” the man in the leather jacket said. Matthew began to sense the stirrings of rage behind his fear. “We were just trying to get some food and supplies when this crazy woman started waving a gun at us. I swear to you, we didn’t mean any harm, just don’t hurt us⁠—”

      “Shut up,” Matthew said. He felt like the situation was spiraling out of his control. “You don’t need to say anything else.”

      One of the women who was bent over the man Matthew had shot stood up. “We don’t want anything from you except to be let go peacefully,” she said and gestured to the vehicle. “If you want it so bad, you can keep it. Just let us go. Take everything in there. You’ll never see us again.”

      Matthew looked to Kathleen to see if she had anything to say. Dark circles dulled the skin underneath her eyes. Her face had an unnatural sickly pallor, as if she had a fever. There were bandages wrapped around her hands. Matthew knew he had to get his wife out of this situation and somewhere safe.

      He took a deep breath and nodded to the woman. “Agreed,” he said, keeping the shotgun leveled at the bikers. These people were strangers, and he was very familiar now with the kinds of actions strangers would take to get what they wanted. He couldn’t trust anyone but his family. “Get out of here.”

      The bikers clambered onto their bikes and helped the man Matthew had shot onto one of the bikes. The leader of the group pursed his lips and then stepped forward. “I’d like to have our gun back, please. It’s the only thing we have left to defend ourselves with.”

      Matthew narrowed his eyes. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Kathleen bite her lip. Matthew shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. No.”

      Matthew wondered if the gun he wanted was the one Kathleen held. If Kathleen gave back the weapon, there was a good chance he’d turn on Matthew and shoot him right back. He remembered Jade and how quickly she had turned on him when things didn’t go her way. “We’ll be keeping the weapon,” Matthew said.

      The leader looked frustrated and opened his mouth as if to argue. “We’ll need it. It’s dangerous out here. We need to have some way to protect ourselves.”

      “I said no,” Matthew said.

      The leader muttered something under his breath and shot Kathleen a nasty look. He eased away from them and hopped on his bike. Others threw equally hostile glances over their shoulders and shouted at Kathleen and Matthew before taking off to ride back down the hill toward Galena.

      As soon as the bikers were around the corner and out of sight, Matthew lowered his shotgun. He turned to Kathleen and enveloped her in his arms. She felt small, and she couldn’t stop trembling. She seemed to not register the hug, so Matthew hung onto her until she uttered a soft bewildered sob. Her arms slowly rose and encircled him before clinging to him tightly.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe,” Matthew murmured into her hair. He hoped his presence would help calm her or alleviate whatever shock she was in.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered through her tears. “Did Allison find you?”

      “Yes, she’s safe at the hotel,” Matthew said and pulled back just enough to be able to look into her big brown eyes.

      “Patton?” she asked.

      “Safe. Everyone is safe back at the hotel,” Matthew said and brushed a couple of stray strands of hair behind her ear. He couldn’t help himself and leaned closer, giving her a closed-mouth kiss. “I was so worried about you,” he said.

      Kathleen let out a tearful laugh. “Worried about me? I was terrified something had happened to you!”

      “At least we’re together now,” Matthew said, bringing her back into a hug. When he released her, she wiped her eyes and bent down to grab two mountain bikes. He looked at her bandaged hands and the dried blood on her leg. “What happened?”

      It seemed to take her a moment to understand what he meant, but then she held her hands up. “Fell off my bike. Can you believe it? But Allison bandaged me up.”

      Matthew took the second bike from her, and together they began to walk up the hill toward the hotel.

      “Ouch. If it makes you feel any better, I had to walk all the way from Madison,” he said dramatically. Kathleen seemed to come back to life as he told her about his travels while they walked home.
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      The guards hauled Max into the medical bay and handed him off to the hazel-eyed nurse on call. Max blurrily read her name tag as she hoisted him up onto an examination table: Sheila.

      Sheila shone a light into his eyes and asked him to follow it. He groaned and clutched his sides in pain. He felt as though every inch of him was covered in bruises. Sheila continued to ask him a series of questions as she poked and prodded him. Does it hurt to breathe? Can you move your arms? If I press here how much does it hurt on a scale of one to ten? He answered in a daze. She declared him to have severely bruised ribs, two black eyes, and said that he was one more face-punch away from a concussion.

      “Thanks,” he said as she handed him a set of painkillers.

      Sheila studied him to make sure he swallowed them and then noted something on her chart. “Eric will be here soon to take you back to your cell.”

      “Is that wise?” Max asked. He tried to laugh but ended up uttering a huff of pain instead. “Don’t want to go back if I don’t have to.”

      Sheila paused and brushed a strand of black hair back from her face. “Who did this to you?” she asked softly. “What happened to you?”

      Max tried to smile this time and felt grateful that none of his teeth had been knocked out. “I ran into a door,” he said.

      She didn’t smile in return. “You should report this. I should report this. It’s much worse than the last time you ended up in here.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry I forgot that we had met before.” He’d meant it to come off as flirtatious, but against his will, Max’s smile faltered.

      Sheila shrugged and moved to buzz Eric in. She gave the guard a genuine smile and asked, “How is Robbie?”

      Eric nodded in appreciation. “Much better, thank you for asking. We took him to the pediatrician you recommended. I really like them. Down to earth.”

      “I’m so happy to hear it.” Sheila beamed.

      Max sighed and tried to drown out the chitchat. He didn’t want to hear about Eric’s kids or about how they went to a baseball game earlier that week. It all sounded so…normal. And for Max, his life had definitely transformed into something unrecognizable. When Sheila and Eric moved on to talking about summer plans, Max felt like an object in the room, something to be talked over because he was a prisoner. It happened more often than he’d thought it would. To drown out the way it made him feel, he focused on his injuries. Every breath he took left his ribs aching. His legs shook. A black ball of anxiety rolled in his stomach.

      Finally, Eric nodded goodbye to Sheila and approached Max. He motioned for Max to hold out his wrists. Max sighed again, this time deeper. “I don’t see why you’ve started shackling us all the time,” he complained.

      “It’s a new policy,” Eric said.

      “Sure,” Max said, raising his eyebrow. “I wonder what other strange new policies will be enforced now that the power is out.”

      “The generators are on,” Eric said, helping Max to his feet.

      “Small miracles,” Max muttered.

      Eric locked the shackles and helped Max stand up fully. “You should be more careful. Colin is scheduled to be checked out once you leave.”

      “That guy doesn’t have a scratch on him,” Max said and hated that the low-simmering anxiety leaked through his words. “Why would he need to come to the medical bay? I didn’t even get a chance to fight back. He barely got smacked in the jaw.”

      Eric motioned for Max to follow him out of the medical bay. “I thought the two of you were friends.”

      Max snorted and looked up to the ceiling. The generators made the lights give out a soft whirring sound. But even with the lights on, the prison was still full of dark shadows and even darker hallways. Some days, the sunlight barely made it through the windows. “Nah, Colin has been out to get me since day one,” Max said.

      Eric gave him a strange look but remained silent as he led Max to his cell. Eric unlocked his cell and ushered Max inside, then unshackled his wrists. “Try not to get into any more fights, okay? For my sake,” Eric said as he locked the door behind him. “Breakfast will be on its way shortly.”

      “Another new policy?” Max asked. “Now I can’t even go to the cafeteria?”

      Eric didn’t answer.

      Once Eric was out of sight, Max stumbled to his bed and collapsed onto it. Eric wasn’t wrong about Colin. Colin had welcomed Max on his first day in prison with open arms. They’d both been part of the same drug ring. Both of them had gotten caught and were paying their dues in the system. The only difference was that Colin hadn’t sung like a bird and had taken his ten to fifteen years without parole without implicating the cartel. On the other hand, Max had rolled on the cartel, earning him five years maximum with parole.

      Sure, he might have kept that fact from Colin in the beginning. He needed someone in his corner during those first terrifying days of incarceration. Max had been a newbie and easily taken advantage of by others, but with Colin on his side, a lot of the other inmates didn’t harass him as much. Max learned as much as he could: who he could trust, who he had to watch out for, when he’d be safest.

      He just hadn’t thought Colin would find out about his betrayal so fast. When Colin discovered that Max was the one who had given up the names and dates for future drug exchanges that had landed even more of the cartel in jail, he swore he’d kill Max. Max hadn’t just betrayed their cartel, he’d also betrayed Colin personally. Colin and his cronies took to beating Max up at every possible opportunity. When Max’s life had been threatened, he’d asked for a block change, but didn’t get it. The most he got were a few more watchful glares from the guards. Colin was still able to corner him when he least expected it. There was nothing to stop Colin from jumping him and pummeling him until he lost consciousness. This time had been no different.

      Max rolled onto his side on the bed and uttered a soft moan of pain. The beds were hard, the sheets thin, and all he wanted was to be anywhere else but here. He pulled the blanket up and over his shoulder, making sure he could see the door to his cell in case anyone unexpected wanted to pay him a visit. Tears pressed against his eyes, and he closed his eyes tight to get rid of them. Tears were a weakness he could not afford to show.

      Come to think of it, this had been one of the worst beatings he’d been through. Usually, the guards pulled fights apart within a minute or two, but this fight had gone on for far too long. At least five minutes. The longest five minutes of Max’s life. Which seemed…odd.

      Max cracked open his eyes and peered at the bars of his cell. He didn’t hear much. No guards on rotation. The breakfast Eric said was on the way hadn’t shown up yet for some reason. The schedule of prison life had been more and more out of whack since Kathleen’s last visit. He’d been spending more time in his cell than usual. It was as though the prison’s best solution for controlling their prisoners was to keep them confined. In fact, a lot of the guards he’d known fairly well had seemed to disappear without warning. The guards’ rotations had become more spread out, the allotted recreation time cut down to nothing, and most meals served in trays delivered to cells instead of taking the inmates to the cafeteria. At first, he’d wondered if it was simply a hiring turnover, but even then, the erratic schedule wasn’t normal. It wasn’t normal that he could’ve gotten his skull smashed open because of a hiring problem.

      He pressed his lips tightly together. Things had become so strange since the power had become unreliable. Were guards just not showing up for work? Was the state not supplying enough money? He hoped this wouldn’t become a slow descent into anarchy. But honestly, that was what it felt like.

      If the electricity went out completely and the generators finally quit, the inmates could be on lock-down permanently. And if that happened, if there was truly something larger going on, Max wouldn’t be surprised if the guards vanished completely. They’d be replaced with angry inmate leaders and their surveying goons who selected who they wanted to release and left those who had no allegiance to rot in their cells. Max would definitely be left to rot.

      Without guards, a five-minute scuffle could turn into a ten-minute beatdown. Max wouldn’t survive a ten-minute encounter with Colin. The anxiety in his stomach flared into something frantic, making him feel like a dog trapped in a too-small cage. Without that protection, Colin could easily kill him.

      Max swallowed hard. He closed his eyes again and told himself to sleep. Hopefully, these thoughts would go away with rest. But there was still no guard. There was still no food.

      He needed to escape.

      The thought arrived out of nowhere and felt ludicrous. How could he even think about getting out? The cells still had physical locks that required a key. The guards shackled everyone any time the inmates went anywhere. Before Eric, the last guard who’d entered his cell block—it had been a late lunch yesterday; had he really missed dinner?—had given Max a look of barely hidden terror before handing Max his food tray.

      He realized that these might very well be his last days on earth. So far, he’d spent them wishing he could find a dark hole to crawl into and hide. Yet some part of him kept screaming at him to break the rules again.

      Taking another deep breath, Max dug deep to find steel in his constitution. He thought of Kathleen, how they’d been so stupid and brave when they were young. He could either die here or die out there. He’d take his chances out there.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he’d realized that his breakfast was definitely not going to arrive that morning, his decision to escape had hardened into something that must happen. Now that he knew something was wrong, he couldn’t unsee the problems. Each passing moment made him even more concerned for his life.

      It took three days for Max to figure out the current prison rotation schedule. Eric was one of the remaining guards who seemed to have a family. Given the dark circles under Eric’s eyes, Max figured the poor man would have vanished too if he wasn’t banking on a paycheck. A couple of the other remaining guards were mean and tough. Definitely ones that Max didn’t want to have a scuffle with. None of them gave friendly advice like Eric did, or waved hello like Eric did whenever Max’s food tray was eventually brought to him. Eric was a good man. A kind man. He was also the one that Max would have to take advantage of.

      He knew Eric would be on morning rotation that day. As soon as Max knew Eric would be coming down at any moment with his breakfast, he flung himself onto his bed and began to clutch at his stomach and moan as if in agony. The other inmates down the row yelled at him to shut up. Max ignored them and continued to fuss.

      He had to be careful. There was only one opportunity for him to do this. Eric, while being a kind guard, was still a guard. Given the chance and the realization of Max’s intentions, he’d beat Max to a pulp or even shoot him if it came down to it. To the guards, Max was just another bad dog. If Eric put together that Max was trying to escape, Max knew he would throw him into the dark pit of solitary confinement. Who knew how long he’d be stuck down there? Probably forever. No one would remember he was down there to pull him out.

      Max let out another long, dramatic moan. He heard the jingle of keys and the clunky footsteps of a man wearing heavy boots. Max peeked out to see Eric standing in front of his cell with a tray in hand.

      Max moaned once more.

      Eric paused and then said, “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” Max said through gritted teeth. He twisted too hard to the side and let out a real gasp of pain. “My stomach hurts really bad. I think Colin ruptured something.”

      “Where’s the pain at?” Eric asked. The keys were poised in his hand.

      “Everywhere,” Max said and realized that would be unlikely to get someone’s help, “but mostly in my lower stomach. Like near my kidneys. Do you think I have internal bleeding?”

      Eric’s face looked panicked.

      “You gotta take me to the hospital,” Max urged. He sensed victory. “Something is really wrong with me. I could be dying.”

      “Okay, okay, hang on.”

      “Hurry! I feel my whole body is seizing up!”

      Eric muttered frantically under his breath and set the food tray on the floor. He fumbled with the keys and opened the cell door. He rushed inside and knelt next to Max, putting a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Hey, you’re gonna be okay. Let me help you up and⁠—”

      Max grabbed Eric’s head and slammed it into the concrete wall. Eric let out a soft gasp before Max repeated the action. Eric crumpled onto the bed and halfway on top of Max, his eyes rolling up in the back of his head.

      “I’m so sorry,” Max whispered as he eased out of the bed. He pulled Eric into the bed and covered him up with the blanket. “You’ll be home with your son soon. I promise.”

      Then he slipped to the cell door and closed it behind him, locking Eric in his place. When he pulled it out of the lock, the key bit into his palm. There was no going back now.
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      By the time they rounded the corner and the hotel came into view, Matthew had recounted everything that had happened to him and his father during their journey to get back home. Kathleen had listened to his whole tale with wide eyes and rapt attention. She uttered small sounds of approval and disbelief as Matthew told her about his choices over his journey. He couldn’t help but feel proud of everything he’d accomplished, but at the same time he was also relieved to see that his story had distracted Kathleen from thinking about the bikers and whatever had happened to her and Allison as they rode. Her cheeks now bloomed red from exertion. The sickly pallor of shock had been washed away. The tension had eased out of her shoulders. She no longer looked so hunched over, as if braced for an attack. Matthew continued to talk, and he watched with quiet joy as his wife seemed to come back to life.

      He wanted to ask her about her journey, but whenever he left an opening in the conversation for her to fill, she avoided it. He had no doubt that her own journey had been just as harrowing as his. They had time. When she felt more comfortable, he’d ask again about what she’d been through to get back home.

      At the end of the lane, he saw his family hunched in a tight circle. Jade stood close by with her attention focused on the rustic hotel. Patton’s head popped up, and then suddenly he was running their way. When he reached them, he flung himself into Kathleen’s arms. She let out a startled cry. Her bicycle clattered to the ground. She clutched at Patton as though he were her lifeline.

      Matthew smiled softly and met Kathleen’s tearful eyes. He knew the feeling. He’d been so terrified for the safety of his children that when he finally saw them safe and sound, he had a hard time trusting it was true. Now that his family was safe and whole once more, he wanted to cling to them and never let them go.

      Matthew heard gravel crunch behind him, and he turned to see Allison. She had her hands shoved in her pockets and looked somewhat shy, as if she was intruding. Matthew wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m so proud of you,” he whispered in her hair. “I know you took care of your mother.”

      Allison nodded even though she shivered against him, as though her fear was finally leaving her. Behind her, Ruth and David watched their reunion with pride. Matthew wanted to bask in this moment forever. They were all together. Yet even though he knew they were safe, the threats of the outside world still sat in the back of his mind.

      He pulled back from his daughter and looked at Kathleen and Patton. “Let’s go inside,” he said to his family. “We have a lot to discuss.”

      Kathleen nodded and let go of Patton. She picked up her bicycle, and Patton grabbed the one Matthew held. Letting out a shaky sigh, she said, “I’m so happy to see everyone is safe.”

      “Grandma and I tried,” Patton cut in, sounding unnaturally stern. “We really tried to keep the hotel safe.”

      “You did a great job, honey,” Kathleen said, and she leaned down to push hair off of Patton’s forehead.

      Patton still looked concerned, as if Kathleen had misunderstood him.

      “C’mon, buddy,” Matthew said, gesturing to Ruth and David. “Let’s get Grandma and Grandpa inside. We need to figure out our next move.”

      Patton turned the serious look toward his father and nodded in agreement. Matthew felt a tightness in his throat, and he wondered where his carefree son had gone. While Samuel hadn’t succeeded in taking the hotel from them, he had stolen other irreplaceable things. Matthew only hoped that Patton could get back his youthful joy.

      They walked toward Ruth, David, and Jade. Kathleen hugged Ruth and David. Ruth laughed and brushed her tears away. Again, Matthew felt whole. As if now that his family was back together, he’d do anything to keep them that way. He watched Kathleen’s brow furrow as she seemed to consider Jade, who was watching the family reunion from a short distance. He knew that look. Kathleen was displeased.

      “We need to have a family meeting,” Matthew said, looking away from his wife. “I need to sit down and go through what we need to do next.”

      “Me too,” David said. “My feet hurt, and I think it’s a great idea to make a plan. Let’s all head into the lounge.”

      “Perfect,” Matthew said, and he took up the rear as the Riley clan began to walk inside. Jade turned to follow them inside, but Kathleen stood and crossed her arms, blocking her path. Matthew felt her nudge his arm.

      “This is a family meeting,” Kathleen said to Jade. “We need our privacy.”

      Jade looked confused and a bit sad. “Oh,” she said, as if struggling to find the right words. “Would it be okay if I provide some input? Help out a little?”

      Kathleen’s eyes narrowed, and she scowled. “Are you part of the Riley family?” she asked.

      David had paused in the doorway and was watching the exchange. Matthew felt the tension in the air and knew from his wife’s tells that her distrust was swiftly morphing into anger.

      “No,” Jade said and swallowed hard.

      “Then you won’t be coming to our family meeting,” Kathleen said, as if that settled the matter. “Don’t you have someplace else you need to be? Your own family to find?”

      Matthew cleared his throat, but David stepped in. “Kathleen,” he began, “I think we can include Jade in our discussion. We will have to figure out her role in all of this
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