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      A father with a heart problem and a son determined to get him home…

      Matthew Riley wants to believe that people will come together in times of great struggle, but as panic and chaos set in after a massive EMP event, he has to face the fact that the only people he can trust are his family. His ailing father, David, an Army vet, has the skills the Riley family needs to survive in the dark new world, but with no medication for his heart condition on hand, keeping him alive may be an impossible task as they journey home from what was supposed to be a simple day trip.

      

      She’ll keep her daughter safe and reunite her family…

      Kathleen doesn’t share her husband’s optimistic view of humanity. When the power goes out during a visit to her brother in prison, she and her teenage daughter will need to find their way out and start the long journey back to Galena, IL, in the hope they can reunite with the rest of their family.

      

      They’ll defend their home…

      With the rest of the Riley family gone, it’s up to Ruth and her grandson, Patton, to keep their newly renovated hotel safe for the family they know is coming their way. But food is running low and some see an elderly woman and a pre-teen boy as easy pickings.

      In a broken civilization the only way to survive is strength in numbers. One family is determined to work together in this new world, but will they be able to defend themselves against desperate survivors?
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      From his spot in the cashier’s line of Wilson’s Antiques, Matthew Riley smiled at the gorgeous expanse of blue sky that he could see outside the shop’s windows. It was turning out to be a beautiful day, and not just because of the spring Wisconsin weather: he’d junk-hunted through rickety wooden chairs and strange metal plush seats from the ’60s, and had found the perfect set of green velvet chairs. They’d be perfect decor for the hotel's summertime grand opening. Even his daughter, Allison, would think them retro-cool instead of outdated-gross. The ticket to claim and purchase rested in his palm.

      “If this line moves any slower, I might keel over,” David grumbled beside him. His father wasn’t wrong—it seemed a lot of people had the same idea of taking advantage of the weather to hunt for trash turned to treasure. They were near the back of the line, and up ahead, the cashier was doing her best to keep the line moving.

      “We have nowhere else to be,” Matthew told his father. “You can consider this mission a success. We found everything we came for here.”

      “And some things we didn’t expect to find. What is this thing, anyway?” David asked, gesturing to the items in the basket Matthew held.

      “It’s an old-timey coffee grinder,” Matthew said.

      “Could just buy a new one,” David responded, peering at the squat wooden box with a rotating handle. “Looks like a Jack in the Box. Remember those toys?”

      “It’s about the aesthetic. The River Rock Hotel is a mountain resort, and that’s what our guests will expect. We won’t use it, but doesn’t it look cool? People will imagine what it was like, exploring the mountains and finding ways to get their morning joe while watching the sun come over the mountain.”

      “Should’ve kept my coffee grinder from when I was a young man. It might not have had the same aesthetic, but at least it worked and looked old. You could’ve used that for free instead of paying twenty bucks for something that cost fifty cents back in the day.”

      “Fifty cents might’ve been the same amount as twenty bucks,” Matthew said. The lights above flickered, almost as if someone was playing with the light switch. “It’s called inflation, Dad.”

      David snorted a laugh. His blue eyes crinkled in amusement. The lights continued to stutter, casting a dim flickering glow over the customers. Then, with a sudden bright surge like the bulbs had been pushed to their max, the store fell into darkness. Around him, the customers in line groaned.

      “Sorry, folks,” the cashier said in a loud voice. “Looks like we lost power, again.”

      A collective groan rose louder than the first.

      “We’ll just wait for it to kick back on, and then we’d be happy to give you all a 10% discount for your patience and understanding,” the cashier finished. She pushed straggling hair off her forehead and had the look of a rabbit caught in a trap.

      “I can’t wait for you to get your store back in order," one woman near the front said. "You should be prepared for this. It’s Madison, for goodness sake. The electricity is always unreliable in the spring.”

      “It figures,” a young man said to his friend just in front of Matthew. “These kinds of shops aren’t investing in tech or updating their contingency plans in case something happens. Something like this could send them under. You need to take steps to ensure you aren’t losing your customer base just because the electricity goes out. The winter ice must've done a number on their infrastructure.”

      Some of the customers rolled their eyes and pulled out their phones as the grumbling continued, and Matthew sighed, wondering if he should speak up. He understood why everyone was frustrated—the world was a hustle-and-bustle kind of economy, where listless time meant money lost or accomplishments not achieved. Still, the poor cashier looked flushed and stressed, and Matthew tended to have a strong, soothing personality. If everyone just understood that they were in the same boat, things would calm down. Matthew had found, over his years, that people had good hearts that got lost underneath the go-go-go life they all lived. Sometimes it just took a little nudge for everyone to remember that goodness. He opened his mouth.

      “Don’t even think about it,” David said under his breath to him. Matthew gave his father an irritated, if fond, look. The two of them were so similar, yet their experiences had shaped them into two very different men.

      “I wasn’t going to do anything,” Matthew said, but even he could hear the lie in his voice. “While we’re waiting, I’ll check in on Kathleen.” He pulled out his phone and dialed his wife, wanting to keep her abreast of the situation. She'd been on his mind all morning. He knew today would be hard on her.

      “She’s inside a prison,” David said to him gently. “I bet neither she nor Allison can answer. Especially during visitation hours.”

      Matthew kept the phone to his ear, but he couldn’t hear anything. The phone was eerily silent. He ended the call with a frown. His battery was fully charged. Why wouldn’t the call go through? “It’s not that. The call doesn’t even go anywhere.”

      David shrugged, even as he pulled out his much older cell phone. “This old building probably has too much concrete blocking the signal, plus the electricity is out. Maybe a tower’s down. I don’t have signal either.”

      “It’s all right. I just wanted to check in with her. It’s tough for her, seeing her brother locked up. I feel bad not being there with her.”

      “You can’t be in two places at once. She’ll be all right,” David said. “Plus, the hotel is like having another child. You were needed here.”

      Matthew swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded, steering the conversation back into familiar territory with a joke. “At least it’s a child we’re raising together.”

      “The most time-consuming money-sink of a child I've ever had."

      Matthew smirked, knowing his father liked to pretend the hotel hadn't given him some purpose in his retirement years. "You fuss over the place more than I do."

      "Never thought I’d be a retiree,” David mused and scratched at his temple. He had the same sandy-blonde hair as Matthew, only his was cut military style and had been for decades. “In all honesty, opening this hotel together will be as good for me as it is for you.”

      “It’s been Kathleen’s and my dream for a while now. It’s about time we took the steps to make it happen. I'm glad you and Mom decided to be part of that dream too.” Matthew paused. “I know we told Mom we’d be back early this afternoon to help her and Patton clean up the rooms, but they’ll understand why we might be late.”

      David grinned. “Patton’s probably driving Ruth up the wall.”

      “Hey, he elected to stay behind and help clean.” Matthew held his hands up, palms out. “Sometimes I don’t understand that child of mine. I wouldn’t be caught dead having to clean, especially on a nice day like this.”

      "Oh yeah, as opposed to shopping, which has always been something boys enjoy."

      "Ha. Ha. Very funny."

      Up ahead, the cashier held her hands around her mouth. “Hi there, valuable customers! Since the power doesn’t seem like it’s coming back on right away, we are going to ring out customers with cash purchases only. If you have a cash purchase, please form a new line to the right.”

      “Are you serious?” the woman near the front yelled. She walked out of line and around the numerous displays, leaving her pile of things in the middle of the store. “You’ve just lost my business.”

      “I’m with that lady,” another man seconded, and abandoned his items.

      "I'd be more than happy to put your purchases on hold until tomorrow," the cashier said, her face crumbled with distress.

      "You think I'd ever come back to a mismanaged establishment like this?" The bell above the door jingled as the woman stormed out.

      “That’s uncalled for,” David said, his gruff voice low. “No need to be rude.”

      “They’re just frustrated.” Matthew released a sigh and looked down to his basket. “I don’t have much cash on me. Not enough to get the chairs, that’s for sure.”

      David bit his lip as most of the customers left their items strewn about the store or dumped on displays. “Maybe we should come back when things aren’t so hostile.”

      “Yeah, this poor lady has enough to deal with. Let’s go put our things back. The furniture hasn’t been pulled yet.” Matthew ran a hand through his short, wavy hair, and placed the coffee grinder back on the shelf.

      He turned a watchful eye on his father, who was placing a few art deco hinges and doorknobs back, and searched for any signs of distress. It had been a couple of hours, after all.

      “This whole thing has been a bust,” he said to David. “Feel like heading home? We can try again another day.” He shouldn’t push his father to keep going and explore the other antique shops in Madison.

      “You read my mind.” David rubbed his gnarled hands together as if to warm them. His eyes skittered around the shop, always taking in his surroundings. Old habits died hard. Matthew nodded, and together they walked out into the bright sunny day.

      The warmth hit Matthew’s face, dispelling his worry over his wife and daughter. It was hard to be upset on a day like today. Together, David and Matthew headed to Matthew’s silver truck—a couple years old, but still up to date. They hopped in the truck’s cab, and Matthew clipped his seatbelt before reaching to start the car by hitting the button.

      Usually, a green light flashed at him when the car started up and his phone connected to the Bluetooth. Now, the light flashed yellow. With a frown, he pulled out the key fob from his pocket and held the angular piece to the button. The button flashed green, indicating the key was near, but when Matthew tried to turn the car on, nothing happened. “C’mon,” Matthew said, pressing the button again. “You have to be kidding me.”

      “I’ll go check it out.” David laughed, opening the truck door to get out.

      “There’s no way,” Matthew said, holding the fob closer to the button, only now, no colored light flashed to even indicate the key was present. He didn’t hear any clicking or whirring indicating that the system knew he was in the car. He followed his father out of the cab and popped the hood.

      David lifted the hood up and hooked it open. Matthew bit back the admonishment to be careful. Ever since his heart attack, his father had been sensitive to Matthew’s hovering. David poked at the looping wires bundled along the engine, checked a few things that Matthew had no idea what they did—a master’s in business did not a mechanic make.

      “What’s it look like?” Matthew asked.

      “I can’t see anything wrong,” David said slowly. “Probably left an interior light on that drained the battery. Happens to the best of us. You’re low on washer fluid.”

      “What should we do?” Matthew looked around and saw that despite the exodus of people from the shop, a lot of cars still filled the parking lot. “Call a tow?”

      “If you have signal. Honestly, we should go back inside and see if anyone can give us a jump.”

      “Good idea.” Matthew smiled at his father. “I’m sure someone will help us out.”

      David patted Matthew on the back, and together they turned to head back inside Wilson’s Antiques.
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      Heading back into Wilson’s Antiques was like stepping into a completely different store. Before, customers milled about, the soft tones of the oldies played through the store speakers, and everyone offered a hello or close-lipped smile when you passed them. Now, abandoned baskets clogged the walkways, items lay askew on their shelves, the music had been cut off, and people stood clustered in tight groups, all in a state of high-strung irritation. Some had their cell phones out, focused intently on the screens, asking each other if they’d turned their devices off and on.

      Matthew ignored David’s anxious look and decided to approach two women talking in angry, hushed whispers to each other.

      “Excuse me,” he said, and the two women glared at him through narrowed eyes. “I’m looking for some help. My truck died, and I wondered if you’d be able to help me jump it.”

      “You’re not alone,” one of the women said, pushing her thick-framed glasses up her nose. “My Prius is completely dead too. I can’t even get ahold of a tow truck to help me. We can’t help you.”

      “Do you have service?” her friend asked, holding her bejeweled phone out to him. For a moment, both women looked at him with hope.

      Matthew shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      They turned away from him with a glare of displeasure. “Sorry,” the bejeweled-phone owner said, her tone conveying she was anything but. “Like I said, we can’t help you.”

      Matthew shot David a helpless glance. He moved to ask another group, getting the same brush-off: Nope, can’t help you, sorry, too bad so sad, we don’t even have service why do you think we could help you?

      Finally, he approached a cowboy standing near the cash register. He'd ask everyone in this store if he had to—at some point, he was bound to find someone with a soft spot who could help him.

      “Hi, sorry to bother you,” he began, “but my truck died, and I wondered if you’d be able to help me jump it?”

      The man turned to him, cowboy hat cocked over his head. “Mine, too,” he said. “Can’t get out of this godforsaken place, either. I think most everyone in here is stranded. Cars won’t start. Phones won’t work.”

      Matthew hid a disappointed sigh and took a moment to really take in the scene around him. The store had the energy of an irate hornet’s nest ready to explode. Another woman looked close to tears. “I just want to get home,” she shouted to her friend. Matthew had been so focused on finding help, he hadn't really considered the oddity of everyone's electronic devices being unavailable. He shook off his unease. After all, losing power and cell service wasn't unusual. It was simply annoying.

      “There’s no way this is just a power outage,” the cowboy drawled, tapping the counter with the tips of his fingers. “You’re not the only ones with car trouble. My truck won’t start, same as everyone else here. This feels like something happened, you know? Something bad.”

      David sidled up close to Matthew. “I wondered that myself, actually.”

      Matthew gave his father an incredulous look. He’d been suspiciously quiet as Matthew had tried to find help, growing more reserved the ruder people became. “You did?”

      Uncertainty crossed David’s face. Uncertainty of Matthew. “I don’t live under a rock, Matt. The news has been talking for weeks about cyberattacks happening all over the country. Attacks that have been happening for months. Allison ranted about Facebook and the Tumbles and that tweeting website—”

      “Twitter, Dad. Twitter and Tumblr.”

      “—Twitter being down for days. Called it a ‘blackout day.’ She said some anonymous hacking group was responsible, trying to prove that they could easily overthrow corporations simply by overtaking their platforms. Then there was that senator who had his confidential information leaked. Patton told me how his teachers were shocked that we could see everything he’d been doing: his GPS location, his search history, tracking him through his phone use, collecting his bank information just from his finger swipes on the app. And then remember that celebrity? The gal that acted in that thriller movie? Her bank account was frozen because she hadn’t donated to some cause or other. Who's to say people like that aren’t responsible for this?”

      “You think some hacker is personally making sure my car can’t start? For what? Opening a hotel business in Illinois?” Matthew scoffed and crossed his arms. International squabbles came and went. There was always something going wrong, negotiations falling through, agreements backed out on, but how did that centralize around a power outage in Madison?

      The cowboy nodded in agreement with David. “I read that a lot of those cyberattacks are foreign, mainly coming from North Korea.”

      “Are you serious?” the woman with the glasses asked, creeping closer to their conversation. Awe painted her voice. Matthew raised an eyebrow at her. “I had no idea that was happening. I heard about the bank freezing out accounts for no reason, but I never thought something like that would happen here! Oh my god, do you think we’re under attack?”

      “We’re always under attack,” David said gravely. “This is just a war we can’t see.”

      “Dad, stop scaring people.” Matthew narrowed his eyes at David, somewhat shocked his father had followed all of this when he had no idea. “I can’t imagine North Korea caring about Madison enough to mess with the power and cause an outage. They’d attack somewhere with more impact to make a statement, like Washington D.C.”

      “Oh gosh, you’re probably right.” The woman in the glasses uttered a high-pitched laugh. “It’s just there have been so many outages this spring, it seems weird. Like, why can’t the electricity company get it together, you know?”

      Matthew smiled tightly at her. “Losing electricity isn’t an international crisis, but we should try to stay calm and help each other out.”

      David looked away, his eyebrows raised in disagreement.

      “Sure,” the glasses woman said and scooted away now that the group had no further information to give.

      “I’m only relaying what the news has been saying,” David said.

      “Ever heard of the boy who cried wolf, Dad?” Matthew said under his breath to David. The other customers in the store had gone quiet, listening to their ongoing conversation. Matthew, noticing the attention, turned to face them, and asked in a loud voice: “Is there anybody who can help me jump my truck?”

      Silence met his inquiry, followed by suspicious looks.

      “Unlikely,” one young man finally said.

      “Don’t look at me,” an older woman hissed and tossed her hair over her shoulder.

      “No luck here, either. I already asked everyone here, and no one can help.” The cowboy shrugged an apology and shifted his attention to his useless phone, effectively ending any conversation between them.

      Matthew spread his arms in frustration. David was quiet behind him, uncannily so for an Army vet who always had an order to give or a suggestion to impart. Matthew took a couple of deep breaths. He needed to stay calm. People were scared and that made them selfish. That was no excuse to let his fear and worry overwhelm him. Someone would be willing to help him, he just had to figure out who.

      A door squeaked open. A balding man entered from the back room into the space behind the counter—Bill, Manager, by his nametag—and offered them a strained smile.

      “I’m sorry to ask,” Matthew said, catching Bill’s attention and deciding to try one more time. “But would you mind helping me jump my truck?”

      Bill paused but then walked around the counter. “Sure thing. I can take a look for you.” He smiled, making the crow’s feet deepen around his brown eyes. “Not sure I can do much, but I know my way around a car. I’ve got a voltmeter that will tell us if your battery is completely dead. I know it’s been a stressful situation for everyone here, and we’re trying to figure out what’s going on with the power as soon as we can. Where’s your truck?”

      “Thank you so much,” Matthew said, relief painting his voice. People have good hearts under everything. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this. I’m just outside in the parking lot.”

      “Lead the way,” Bill said and ducked back behind the counter, tucking a small machine under his arm. The digital scale looked like a Geiger counter, with small red knobs on the metal front and two different colored wires hanging off the side. Together, they left the store.

      “Hey, if you get your car started let me know! I need a ride,” one of the customers shouted at him as they opened the front door, hearing the welcome bell ring. David snorted in derision.

      Outside, cars still filled the parking lot, only now most of the vehicles had their hoods popped open. A few anxious owners surrounded their vehicles, in a similar state to Matthew, trying to figure out what was wrong. Uneasiness filled Matthew as he noted the jump cables extending between two cars at the far end of the lot and their owners waving their arms up and down in a clear display of an argument.

      The sun felt hot and oppressive. The store was surrounded by other establishments, and Matthew could see other stranded vehicles in their parking lots. David took in a couple of deep breaths from behind him that had Matthew wanting to turn and look at him with concern, but he held back. He couldn’t start acting like a mother hen now, of all times.

      "You know, you're the first person who asked me to help them nicely," Bill said as they strode across the lot. "The rest of them honestly didn't ask me to check their cars, only demanded to use my landline, but that’s out too. Can't believe how rude people have become."

      "Well, we sincerely appreciate your help. My truck is just over here,” he told Bill and led him over to the silver vehicle.

      Popping the hood, Bill put his hands on his knees and peered at the engine block. “You’re out of washer fluid,” he pointed out.

      “Yes,” Matthew said. “Someone told me that very same thing earlier.”

      “Someone smart,” David said, nudging Matthew and grinning at him. “Someone with a clear head on their shoulders.”

      “Can you try and start the car for me?” Bill asked. Matthew obliged, hopping back into the car and going through the same motions from earlier when he’d discovered the car dead. Bill motioned him to come back outside, and Matthew complied. Then Bill held the wires of the voltmeter to the battery, hooking the colored wires to their associated nodes. The needle on the readout oscillated up and down. Bill made a soft sound of disapproval and then unhooked the voltmeter.

      “I can’t hear your alternator,” Bill said, closing the hood with a loud thump. “I don’t think the problem is with your battery. It looks like you have some kind of charge, so theoretically you should be able to start the truck up. Usually, if the battery was out, you’d be able to hear a kind of humming.” Bill stepped back from the silver truck and crossed his arms as he continued his explanation. “This truck has got to be, what a 2017? 2018?”

      Matthew nodded, feeling a ball of dread form in his stomach.

      Bill nodded to himself. “Yeah. Usually, these newer cars run completely on computer software. Since you can see a battery charge, most likely the problem is with the computer system. A mechanic can simply hook up the engine to let another computer run diagnostics to pinpoint any problems. What’s going on here is something that I can’t fix. I’m sorry to have to tell you that.”

      “It’s all right, I appreciate your honesty.” Matthew put his hand up to his forehead. The day had suddenly spiraled into the unknown. He needed a moment to process everything that was happening. He’d started the morning with a strong pot of coffee and a smile, excited to spend the day one-on-one with his father. Now, his truck might be busted, they hadn’t gotten the furniture for the hotel, and he couldn’t call anyone for help.

      He wished he could talk with Kathleen. Hearing her sternly walk him through the facts and figures of the day would be like hearing longed-for music. She was the realist to his dreamer, and even if she didn’t know what to do in this situation, she’d be able to give him advice or help him feel better.

      He had to remember he wasn’t alone. Everything that had happened was happening to everyone else—the power outage, the cars not starting—was all a collective experience. As long as he could find the good underneath the bad, the helpful within the unhelpful, he could do anything.

      He took a deep breath and met eyes with his father. Bill wished him luck and headed back inside the shop. As it stood, there weren’t many options left to them. Getting home to Galena was over eighty miles—there was no way they could walk that far. They could try to call a cab, or find a bus stop, but Matthew knew little to nothing about the city’s public transportation options. They couldn’t call Ruth, who was working to make the hotel ready for opening day. They couldn't do anything.

      They were, at the moment, stuck.
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      “How are you holding up in here?” Kathleen asked and reminded herself for the fourth time that she would not cry.

      Max shrugged, hunched over the round table in the visitation room. His dark brown hair, usually styled and long, had a clipped, uneven look to it. “It’s not a family vacation, that’s for sure. All I do is pace and sleep and try not to get into fights. I read a lot.” He shot her a brave, if wobbly smile, his eyes darting down to Allison as if to say, Not in front of the kid, Kathy.

      Kathleen followed his line of sight, glancing at her daughter. Allison kept her eyes on her painted fingernails, which picked at the edge of the concrete table. Her phone had been confiscated along with Kathleen’s keys and jewelry when they'd entered Chicago's Metropolitan Correctional Center, all to be given back when their visitation ended. That, more than anything, had made Allison's attitude plummet from compassionate and excited to sullen teenager. She’d begged to come and see her recently incarcerated uncle—but now Kathleen knew Allison’s real motivation was the chance to hang out in Chicago and see her friends before they headed back to Galena. Allison and Max had been close, once upon a time, with Allison always saying how cool Max was, how his easy smile charmed anyone. How little did they know that Kathleen’s baby brother was moving up the ranks from small-time dealer to drug mule, carrying who knows what over borders. First offense, easily caught, confession acquired, and now his easy smile looked hunted after being locked up as he awaited sentencing.

      Kathleen took in a deep breath and knew she had to be strong. For however long they could stay with Max, she would be the pillar he could lean on. She could break down later, in the safety of her car.

      “Do you have any idea where they might send you?” she asked, leaning close. They weren’t supposed to touch, but she let her hand fall open-palmed next to his so at least he knew she was close to him.

      That shrug again. “I have no idea. It’s always last minute. One guy in the same block as me suddenly got transferred to Indiana with only a day’s warning. I’ll make sure I send a letter, though, if anything happens.”

      “I’ve put money on your phone account,” Kathleen said, a balloon of worry expanding inside of her stomach. She could tell him she loved him in a million ways, but this felt like one that counted. A link to the outside. To family. “Just let me know when you need something. I know Galena is far away, but honestly, I’ll drive to you wherever you are.”

      “I guess Galena is pretty far away, huh?” Allison said, picking at the table harder.

      Kathleen closed her eyes. Uprooting Allison from their Chicago home in her sophomore year of high school had been a decision full of promises: more family time, an investment for all of them, a place to build their future. Still, Kathleen knew that in Allison’s mind, it was a betrayal of the highest order: making her give up her friends and activities in exchange for being the new kid in a new school.

      “It’s far away for Max,” she said, her tone stern. “We’re only two hours away for you.”

      Allison grunted and crossed her arms. She had the same light coloring as her father: sandy blonde hair up in a ponytail, same blue eyes narrowed in annoyance. How many times had Matthew shot her that look when they were in a fight?

      “Tell me about the hotel,” Max said softly, drawing Kathleen’s attention back to him. “I want to hear all about it.”

      Kathleen gave him a warm smile and spoke about how the run-down hotel was nestled in the slope of a mountain, how the sun cascaded over it in rays of white and gold, how the air smelled clean and good. She explained about the work to get the place running, how she and Matthew had invested their savings, how Ruth and David had contributed some of their retirement funds. How she’d crunched the numbers in a ledger, keeping meticulous records of profit versus loss, kept a close eye on her own personal records of hope versus expectations.

      “It sounds beautiful,” Max said. “I bet Matt is excited about the whole thing. You guys have talked about doing something like that for so long.”

      Kathleen faltered. “He wishes he could be here.”

      Max gave her a wistful smile. “Sure, Kathy.”

      “I hate it there,” Allison piped up. “It smells like a retirement home. All dust and mold. I don’t know why we didn’t invest in a high-rise in the city. That would have been a better idea, not something as far away from culture and human interaction as possible.”

      Kathleen shared a look of exasperation with Max. The windowless visitation room had blank gray concrete blocks that felt like a cage, but Kathleen hoped she’d brought a spark of cheer to Max’s internment. For a moment, it almost felt like the past year hadn’t happened. Around them, other inmates and their visitors smiled and chatted happily, some wiping away tears. Above, the long industrial lights that usually sent a garish yellow glow flickered—and then suddenly went out, plunging the room into darkness.

      Instinctively, Kathleen gripped her daughter’s shoulder as a ripple of fear shot through her. Around her, shouts and exclamations filled the room, paired with the sharp and authoritative tone of the observing guards. Even though they’d arrived at the prison with the sun shining brightly outside, the lack of windows in the lounge made Kathleen acutely aware of where they were, and the people they were locked in with.

      “Mom?” Allison asked. “What’s happening—?”

      “Keep calm, everybody,” one of the guards commanded from a corner of the room. He had the loud booming voice of someone used to giving orders. “The generator will kick on here momentarily.”

      “No need to panic,” another guard added, somewhere near Kathleen’s left. She heard him yank something from his waist, followed by a mechanical device being clicked, and a button pressed repeatedly. “Things will go back to normal soon as soon as the generators start. Please be aware that we’re on temporary lockdown until then. Come in, come in, do you read me?”

      “It’s true,” Max whispered from out of the darkness. “The power has been unstable lately. Lots of outages happening all the time. I think we had three last week. Don’t worry, okay?”

      Kathleen swallowed hard. “Of course,” she said, still holding on to Allison’s shoulder.

      “We’ve lost power,” the authoritative guard said into what must be a walkie-talkie. The click filled the air followed by the silence of waiting. “Is anyone there? Can we get a status update? Over.”

      “I’m not hearing anything,” the guard closest to Kathleen whispered to his co-worker. “Not even static.”

      “Are the batteries dead?”

      A scoff. “Figures. Wouldn’t put it past night shift not to replace them.”

      “Seriously, though. The generators will kick on within minutes. Don’t worry.”

      Kathleen tightened her grip on Allison. Then, with a sudden hum of electrical surge, the industrial lights overhead flickered back on, bathing them all in an off-yellow light. A collective sigh of relief ran through the room. Kathleen blinked hard to clear her vision, saw how a shaved-bald man with a row of tattoos running up his neck was studying Max. Another man at a table kitty-corner to them had gotten close to his wife—girlfriend, maybe—and whispered into her ear.

      “Phew, that’s a relief,” the authoritative guard said. Kathleen briefly glanced at him to see he wore the classic military cut that Matthew’s father tended towards. Her own dark hair, so like Max’s, sat in a braid over her shoulder. She met eyes with Max and knew he was listening intently to the guards near them.

      “We’ve got to get that work order filled. These power outages can’t keep happening. Something is clearly glitching. Come in, is anyone there?"

      "Just go by protocol. They'll get in contact. I'm sure there's some issue they're working out," the guard said and nudged his partner. “Pay attention. Boss-man is speaking.”

      “Okay, people.” The military-inclined guard addressed the room. “This is a lockdown situation until we’ve gotten the all-clear from the higher-ups. No one in or out. I’m sorry you won’t be able to leave for the time being, but it’s protocol to keep everyone safe. Thank you for your understanding.”

      Allison uttered a soft, disbelieving grunt. “Propaganda to keep us safe, they mean. You heard that guy. They don't know anything.”

      “Allison, please.”

      “You said we’d have time to stop and say goodbye to my friends,” Allison shot back hotly, and Kathleen wondered how long she’d been keeping that inside. “You promised.”

      “I can’t control a lockdown,” Kathleen said, exasperated. “I can’t control the power going out.”

      “You promised,” Allison insisted, and Kathleen sighed as Allison’s mouth pulled into a stubborn pout, and her brow furrowed. Seeing Allison’s displeasure made the voice in the back of Kathleen’s head tell her she was a bad mother for forcing her oldest out of everything she’d ever known.

      “They really can’t get in contact with anyone,” Max said, almost to himself. Max reached out and touched Kathleen’s arm, then he moved to clasp her hand tightly, as if they were kids again. The table squeaked. The brush of his jumpsuit made a crinkly sound as he leaned closer to her. “Kathy,” he breathed, “you need to get out of here as fast as you can.” His eyes flickered to the shaved-bald white guy, still giving them side-eyes.

      “It’s no big deal,” Kathleen said. “Allison can wait. The power will be back on soon. Don’t worry.”

      His hand tightened in hers. “Kathleen, you’re not listening to me. Both you and Allison need to get out of here.”

      The other prisoners and their visitors shifted around them, voices falling into sharp tight whispers. The soft rasp of static from the guard's walkie-talkie filled the air. A new kind of fear wrapped around Kathleen’s spine—one she felt when her children were out of sight, the same fear that gripped her when she heard Max had been arrested. She feared for his safety. “You’re being paranoid. Nothing is going to happen.” Even to her own ears, she sounded high-pitched with worry.

      “I know you’ve lost your respect for me,” Max said, his voice still low and on-edge, “but Kathy, trust me when I say this. You know I’ve been here for over a year.”

      “Of course I do,” she snapped, remembering how he’d been remanded without bail during his trial, how over that year she’d watched the bright shine of him become easily spooked and skittish. She tried not to think about what happened to people caught for drugs in prison, had kept her mind clear of all the testimonials about how terrible a place it could be, how prison reform was sorely needed. She laced her fingers through his. The guards were focused enough on trying to communicate through their devices that the touch went unnoticed.

      “Well, then take my advice. Trust me here.”

      “Is someone blackmailing you?” Kathleen hissed. She looked around her again, taking in the inmates focused on their visitors, some laughing, others smiling fondly. “Max, is someone threatening you?”

      His answering smile looked tight and thin.

      “Max, is it the guards?” The incredulity in her voice made her feel ridiculous.

      “As soon as you have the chance, you take Allison and you leave here, do you understand me?”

      “Max, I’m not leaving you.”

      “I don’t think you have much choice in that matter,” he said, with a note of finality.
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      Ruth couldn’t hide her smile as she gazed out the window of the hotel, seeing the green-sloped mountain covered in trees bracketed by white fluffy clouds up above. Idyllic, she thought with a small sigh of pleasure. Pastoral, even. Beautiful.

      She’d begun to take in moments like these when she could—small slips of suspended time where she could marvel at the beauty in everyday things. It brought a sense of peace to her, something she’d realized had been missing from her life. Ever since David’s heart attack, she’d vowed to invest herself in the moment more—whether it be one-on-one time with her grandson or admiring the hotel that would soon become part of their everyday lives.

      The room was one of the bigger ones in the hotel, more a suite she’d say, with lush carpet and outdated wallpaper. Bottles of disinfectant and orange zest multi-purpose solution sat on the floor. She wiped away the dust lingering on the windowsills with a rag. The rooms had been boarded up for years, and she thought of them somewhat as time capsules, each one holding a surprise for her and twelve-year-old Patton. The first room had held a music box with gilded edges and a ballerina tottering on her spring post. The second had held a multitude of cicada carcasses, the molts old and fragile as Patton had picked them up with a wide grin and asked if bugs scared her. That child. He had the coloring of his mother, but the mischievous personality of his father. The thought that Matthew had such a close-knit family made her warm with pride.

      “Grandma, check this out!” Patton yelled from the bathroom.

      Ruth uttered a soft laugh. Whenever he called for her in such a fashion, she knew she wouldn’t be finding old antiques. He’d found something gross. “If it’s more dead bugs, I’m not sure I want to!” she called back to him.

      “It’s not, I promise, but you gotta see this.”

      She chuckled and swiped the blinds along the window, gathering the last layer of dust. Motes that escaped her rag floated in the sunlight that shone through the window. Already, the room smelled of citrus and evergreen. She walked across the room to the bathroom and stuck her head inside. “What is it?” she asked, matching Patton’s grin.

      He hunched against the large jetted bathtub. His hair lay askew, the plain shorts and tee-shirt spotted with dust and dirt. He grinned, dark eyes fixed on her, and said, “Look what I found.”

      Ruth scrunched her nose up in distaste at the dead mouse crumpled in the bathtub. Mouse pellets lay around it, along with ripped-up paper, material scraps, and grass. “Must’ve been making a nest,” she said. “Patton, don’t you dare touch it.”

      “I won’t,” he said. “Do you think a cat got it? The neck angle looks weird!”

      “Might’ve,” she admitted, “which would be good news for us—we might need a barn cat if we’re finding rodents—Patton what did I say, don’t touch it.”

      “Sorry,” Patton said, in a tone that said he distinctly wasn’t. “Just looks cool, don’t you think?”

      “Sure, if you like dead things,” Ruth admitted. “Get a plastic bag and pick it up, but then throw it out immediately. Don’t forget the gloves! Patton, did you hear me?”

      “Yeah, yeah, of course,” Patton said, already diving out of the bathroom to put on the stretchy gloves and gathering a couple of plastic bags.

      “Told you this would be an adventure,” Ruth said, as Patton scooped the dead mouse into the bag, along with the remains of the nest. “That we weren’t just cleaning.”

      “I wish Allison was here,” Patton said, an evil grin on his face. “She would’ve screamed.”

      “I’m sure she’ll scream just hearing about it,” Ruth said. She reached up to swipe strands of brown and gray hair out of her face that had fallen out of the loose bun on the top of her head. “Take that out to the trash. The outside one, not the kitchen one.”

      Patton nodded and scampered out of the room. Ruth chuckled and walked back into the main bedroom, checking to make sure they had bleach to clean the jetted tub. Even outdated, Ruth imagined what the place would look like given some love. Matthew had already described his vintage-inspired vision, Kathleen had given him the side-eye as she’d tallied up the cost, David had grumbled about how he was there to build things not decorate, and Ruth took in her family with tears clogging the back of her throat. She never imagined it would take nearly losing David for her to see what was really important, but now she had her eyes wide open. This hotel would be a fresh start for all of them. It gave David purpose in his retirement. It gave her the chance to spend time with her grandchildren. It gave Kathleen and Matthew the dream they'd always wanted.

      Patton scurried back into the room. “All done,” he said proudly.

      “Perfect,” she said, and pointed to the vacuum. “Plug that in and start cleaning.”

      She expected him to complain, but Patton had the easy-going attitude rarely seen these days among the fast-moving wave of a youth obsessed with social media, new phone updates, and tech talk she barely understood. There was definitely something of herself in him. He plugged the machine into the wall, and the loud roar of the vacuum filled the room. Ruth had taught him how to vacuum with precision: ensuring he got every bit of dirt, crossing over the carpet in multiple ways, and making the old padded-down carpet tuft back up.

      The vacuum's roar suddenly stopped when Patton was mid-push. Both of them looked to the outlet to see if the plug had fallen out, but it was still securely in place. Patton frowned and tried to turn the vacuum off and on again, but nothing happened. Ruth flipped the light switch with no result. Then came a sputtering whir as the vacuum suddenly roared to life. Light flooded the carved glass lights above, shining an old gold tone down on them.

      “We must have lost power,” Ruth said, looking up at the flickering bulbs. “The generator must have started up.”

      “Hopefully the power comes back on soon.” Patton began to vacuum again, but on his second push, the vacuum stuttered silent again. “Ugh, the generator must’ve gone out now,” he said. “It’s not starting.”

      Ruth sighed. Like most things up at the hotel, the generator was on its last legs. Matthew had ordered a new one, along with other equipment that was being shipped from out of state to bring the hotel up to code and into the modern age. It wasn’t a surprise that when they lost power, the generator had died. Just an inconvenience.

      “I guess you can help me in the bathroom,” she said and together, they began the process of getting rid of any remaining signs of vermin. After a while, she looked around at the newly cleaned room. It seemed to shine—as it should! Her arms ached from scrubbing, but she had the warm pride in her belly of a job well done.

      “Ready for the next one?” Patton asked.

      Ruth nodded. “Yes.” She flipped the bathroom light switch to check for power. Nothing happened. “We’ll come back and finish up the vacuuming once the electricity comes back on.”

      Together they cleaned out another bedroom and moved on to the third, using manpower to leave the blinds dusted, the linens piled up for washing, and the countertops gleaming. Ruth was grateful that they found no more signs of mice or bugs. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and checked the power again by flipping the light switch on and off. Nothing. The power most likely would be off for a while if it hadn’t started back up by this point.

      Patton gave a yawn even as Ruth felt an uneasy twinge—she knew the power could be unreliable, but as morning slid into afternoon, this felt long even to her. Her mind kept being drawn to the industrial refrigerator downstairs, the freezer, all the other things that ran off electricity that might need her attention. She hoped that the hotel's problems were due to outdated machinery rather than infrastructure—starting a business always teetered on the edge of failure. If guests complained about the electricity constantly going out, they wouldn’t be in business long. She’d keep that to herself, though—no use worrying her grandson about generators or how much it would cost to fix it when he should be focused on his schoolwork and finding more gross things to gush about. She could only imagine the cost if the walk-in freezer malfunctioned. She frowned. That was something she should check. It wasn’t a front and foremost worry—after all, those machines were built to run colder than normal freezers—but if the generator had already gone out…

      “Do you feel like a break?” she asked.

      “I’m starving,” he lamented, and Ruth grinned. “Me too. Let’s get a snack.”

      They walked downstairs and into the kitchen. Empty black pot holders sat silently above a wide square island for food preparation. Patton slumped on a stool with his elbows on the countertop with a tired sigh. Ruth opened the pantry door, taking a look at what they could make for a quick and dirty lunch. Empty shelves stared back at her, except for a box of pasta packed on top of a box of cereal. Shutting the door, she opened the white pebbled door of the day-to-day refrigerator to find their cold goods in a similar state: milk, drinks, but otherwise barren. Thinking about the vending machines on the second floor, she knew they too were empty of candy and snacks.

      She bit her lip. They’d put in a large order at the town’s only grocery store, wanting to keep their spending local, and while the grocer had been pleased with their patronage, he’d promised to send a delivery truck up the mountain in a few days once everything had gotten to him. That truck hadn’t shown up yet, even though she’d expected it around noon. There was still time, but something in the back of Ruth’s mind told her they’d be waiting much longer than expected for their supplies. Shutting the refrigerator door, she let her gut instincts lead her to the walk-in freezer. Opening it up, she expected a whoosh of frosty air to engulf her. Instead, only a half-hearted cloud floated up around her.

      “Something the matter, Grandma?” Patton asked from behind her.

      “Nothing at all, sweetie. Just checking on things.” She ran her finger against the freezer’s gray seal. Instead of a pliable plastic, she found the seal to be brittle and dirtied with a white, chalky material that didn’t look natural. After standing inside the freezer for more than ten seconds, she should have felt the cold air sinking into her skin. Instead, she felt only slightly chilly. That wasn’t normal.

      The power had only been off for a couple of hours. These walk-in freezers should keep things cold for days, even with the power off. The fact that she hadn’t been able to see her breath, the fact that the freezer felt warmer than usual…that was bad. Really bad.

      But she tried not to worry. Matthew probably knew the freezer was on the fritz. More likely that Kathleen had made note of it when they’d surveyed the hotel—her daughter-in-law was always cognizant of those kinds of things, seeing where money would be spent with her analytical mind. She’d said it enough throughout the day: if the generator had gone out, more than likely the older appliances in the hotel would be following. The freezer was just one more thing. It would be unlike Kathleen not to notice something like that.

      Besides, the power would be back on soon. That was a fact she could always rely on. Even though they’d lost power multiple times in the past week, it always clicked back on. Like clockwork. She closed the freezer, keeping what cold air she could inside, and pocketed her worry until she could talk to David and Matthew. They’d be back later in the day with furniture in tow, and they could discuss it all then.

      She grabbed a bowl and spoon, the cereal and milk. Sugar flakes. Some knock-off brand. She waved the box at Patton. “Not much here, sadly. How do you feel about breakfast for lunch?”

      “I already had cereal this morning,” Patton mumbled.

      “Sorry, kiddo. Not much else. Maybe your dad will bring you back something from the city for dinner.”

      Patton perked up at that. “Fast food?”

      Ruth tutted. “Junk food, more like.”

      “But Grandma”—Patton licked his lips—“French fries.”

      Ruth snorted a laugh and poured them each a bowl of cereal. This right here was why she’d decided to go in on this hotel idea with her husband and son. This right here. Family.
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      “Okay,” Matthew said more to himself than to his father, flattening out his hand on the hot silver metal of his truck, “let’s think about this.”

      David looked at him expectantly. Matthew’s mind went blank, taking in the inert cars and their owners who had grown angrier as the morning slipped into afternoon. He’d witnessed a couple of disagreements that almost became brawls. More and more, people were abandoning their vehicles and hitting the road on foot. Matthew had never been in a situation like this before, where every reliable piece of his life suddenly fell apart. Not having transportation felt like losing a limb. Not being able to contact his mother or Kathleen gave him similar pangs. For once, he felt truly disconnected and on the heels of that, uncertain of his surroundings. “Should I try calling Kathleen again?” he suggested helplessly.

      David pulled out his phone and flipped it open. “I don’t have any bars. How about you?”

      Matthew did the same. “Me either. We could always just hang out here for a while. The store is nice and cool. It would get us out of the sun. Then we could try to connect with a tow truck and mechanic when everything comes back on.”

      David chewed his lip, his slow response unusual, as if he was keeping something back. “We could also push the truck to the closest mechanic. Stick the truck in neutral and just steer her down the road.”

      Matthew tried to keep his look of alarm off his face. Even if David sat in the driver’s seat and turned the wheel, there was no way the two of them could push the truck. Matthew was fit, sure, spending early mornings on a treadmill with his earbuds plugged in, but David was a different story. Pushing a truck across the parking lot, let alone to a mechanic who knew how far away, would definitely qualify for the list of no-no’s from his doctor.

      Matthew shot his father a false smile and shook his head. He had to remember his father’s pride. “I don’t think that would work. We don’t know how far that would be, or if a mechanic is even open. Plus, Mom and Patton are out of reach. What if they have to come looking for us and we’re somewhere lost in Madison? You always told me if I got lost the best thing to do was to find a source of water and stay put.”

      “That’s about the only sensible piece of advice that’s stuck with you,” David grumbled, but Matthew could see the flash of approval in his eyes.

      Matthew chuckled and looked into the distance, out toward the carefully plotted trees and shrubs that kept the parking lot from being an eyesore of concrete. The sound of a running motor perked his ears up, and he turned quickly, pointing to the road just past the parking lot as an old 1970s Pontiac zoomed by at a breakneck speed.

      “Looks like not all the cars are dead,” David mused as his hand came up to his chest, rubbing at the spot over his heart absentmindedly.

      A zing of concern filled Matthew. “Dad, if you’re hurting, take a pill.”

      The nitroglycerin pills David’s doctor prescribed were essentially relaxers for the heart. Matthew remembered that David’s doctor had tried very hard to impart the significance of the pills using layman’s terms. Essentially, a heart attack was when your heart didn’t have enough oxygen, which was delivered through the blood. The nitroglycerin pills would let the heart vessels expand, letting more blood reach his heart—important especially if David was having chest pain. A second heart attack was common, especially for the first few years, and despite David wanting to get back to his old life, he needed to take it slow if he wanted to live to a ripe old age.

      “I’m fine,” David said, and then added softly, “I know I sound like a broken record, but I’d really like us to find a way home. I don’t want to be stuck out here much longer.”

      Worry escalated to fear inside Matthew. His father usually took that tone when he needed something he didn’t want to admit to. Maybe he’d been feeling worse than he’d said. Matthew took a deep breath. Right. If David needed to get home, then that’s what they would do. But how? Their cell phones were dead, making calling his mom impossible. Most of the payphones had been decommissioned by the county because no one used them anymore. Even the landline from inside the antiques shop hadn’t been working. He had to let that possibility go.

      Briefly, he considered leaving David with the truck to find a working car or even a tow. Even though he didn’t have enough cash to rent a used vehicle that worked, he could ask for a ride. Or they could bike back to Galena. That sounded more plausible than finding a car. Find a pawn shop, get a mountain bike with gears, and slap all the cash he had down on the counter. Wildly, he considered even pawning the truck—he could always come back for it later once they got David home—but that sounded extreme, even to him. He could even sell whatever he had on his person that would be worth something. Anything except the gold band on his left finger.

      David pressed his hand over his heart again, his wince more pronounced.

      Well, that killed the bike idea. His father’s wince reminded Matthew that the doctor had recommended biking only for short intervals. Long-distance biking might stress his heart rate above the light cardio level and could put David in danger. No way was Matthew going to put his father at risk in that way. Matthew couldn’t imagine what he would do if his father suddenly collapsed and they had no service to call for help; he wouldn't even know if the ambulances were running or could make it to them in time. Biking was out of the question.

      If they couldn’t call his mom with a cellphone, maybe he could find another landline somewhere. A smattering of people still milled around the parking lot. Surely, one of them must have an idea or could direct him someplace that could help them leave Wilson’s Antiques’ parking lot. “Let’s go talk to someone,” he said to David, inclining his chin towards a couple deep in conversation next to their dead Mazda. The woman had colored auburn hair and long silver earrings. Her black-haired companion had sunglasses on and wore a green tee-shirt.

      Matthew approached the couple with a bright smile and a wave. “Hi there,” he said. “Car trouble?”

      The woman gave him a small smile. “Just like everyone else, it seems.”

      “I’m Matthew,” he said, holding his hand out to shake.

      “Brenda,” she said, taking his hand. “This is my husband, Jacob.”

      “We were wondering if you’re locals?”

      Brenda nodded. “Born and raised.”

      “Do you happen to know if anyone might have a landline nearby? We’re from Galena and really need to get in touch with our family back home to let them know we’re in trouble.”

      Brenda let out a sigh. “Not that I know of.”

      “Cab service maybe?” Matthew asked.

      “There is one a couple of miles away, but I know for a fact they only service Madison’s city limits. Galena is just too far.” She gave him an apologetic smile.

      “What about a bus? Is there one that comes to this area? Usually they’re on a schedule.”

      “Yeah, there is,” Jacob put in, leaning against the hood of his car. “But again, it doesn’t service outside of city limits. You could take a nice ride around Madison, take in the sights.”

      Matthew nodded, ignoring Jacob's attempt at humor. Even though the couple had given him unhelpful news, at least they’d been kind. “No worries. I appreciate you letting me know. As an out-of-towner, it’s hard being somewhere I’m not too familiar with.”

      “Yeah, I get that. I wish I could be more help.”

      “That’s all right,” Matthew said. “Have a good day. I hope you both get home safe.”

      “Thanks,” Brenda said, pushing her auburn hair behind her ear. “You too.”

      Matthew and David turned away and shuffled back towards their car. A passing group of teenagers meandered by, and Matthew called out to them. “Hey, do you guys have any signal? We’re looking for a ride.”

      The teenager with long blonde hair waved at him but kept walking. “Sorry, we’re walking home,” she shouted and turned back to keep up with her friends.

      David shuffled back to the silver truck and relaxed against it. The sky still looked blue, but at least a couple of white clouds began to cover the beating heat. His hand rubbed at his chest, and Matthew nudged him, standing beside him.

      “What do you think about walking home?” he suggested lightly, knowing it was anything but. “I think our transportation options are limited. Doesn’t look like we’ll be heading out of here anytime soon unless it’s on foot. We could try to hitch a ride.”

      David looked concerned. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and Matthew noted a red flush to his cheeks, the beginning of a sunburn perhaps. “I don’t know, Matt,” he said, sounding breathless. “I know it’s not logical, but my gut doesn’t trust a lot of people that are driving around right now. We can’t find a bus or a cab to get us to Galena.”

      “If we start walking, we might run into someone who can help us,” Matthew suggested. “We might see a bus or flag down a cab. I can make a compelling argument for getting us where we need to go.”

      “Hitchhiking went out of style in the 1970s,” David said with a weak grin.

      Please take a pill, Matthew thought. He didn’t want to keep hounding his father about his health, didn’t want to add a fight on top of the situation, but at the same time, David’s overall appearance looked wan and gray.

      “Well, maybe we need to bring it back in vogue.” Matthew said. “I don’t know. Option one is we can hang out here and see what happens.”

      “I hate waiting,” David said. “Waste of time.”

      “Then our second option is to start heading back to Galena on foot and see what kind of help we can find along the way. Seriously though, Dad, waiting might be the best option for us, especially with, you know…”

      “My heart.” David’s voice was flat.

      “Right.”

      “What if the power never comes back on?” he said softly, as if it was a thought he’d been mulling over all morning. “What if we can’t ever get a hold of Ruth?”

      “That’s a bit nihilistic.” Matthew shook his head. David always pondered worst-case scenarios instead of looking on the bright side. “At some point, things will get turned back on. We just don’t know when.”

      David took in a deep breath. “I need to go home, Matthew.”

      “Okay, then we walk,” Matthew said. They’d go slow, take their time. Matthew would talk to everyone he could, look for help on every block. The outage couldn’t be that widespread. At some point, they’d find help who could either get them home or get them to a place where they could call for help. His whole life had been focused on business, but business was more than numbers and selling and profits. It was also about people: how to read them, how talk to them, how to make connections. If you put good out into the world, that good will come back to you.

      He just hoped David could make it long enough for them to find the help they needed.
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      Driving from the green pastures of Galena to the concrete urbanity of Madison earlier that morning had taken Matthew just over two hours—he remembered the slow transition of the flat square farmlands to concrete sound barriers enclosing traffic—and he had sent a grateful thank you into the sky that the Riley family had moved to the country. Then, the highway had been devoid of shade but full to the brim of cars passing him as he cruised the asphalt at a speed that wouldn't have David sweating in concern. Now, standing—no, more like stranded—in the parking lot, Matthew wished with all his heart they’d stayed closer to Galena. He imagined that hot stretch of main road in a whole new light: being exposed, without water or facilities. Still, the fastest way to a destination was a straight line.

      “Walking the highway would be the fastest way back.” Matthew spoke his mind as dread twisted like a snake tighter in his belly.

      David nodded. “Easier, too. But dangerous.”

      “All the traffic,” Matthew said. The bright flash of imagined cars rushing past him filled his mind, how roadkill smearing the pavement always made Allison screech a bit in empathy.

      “But there's a good chance the cars might not be working, either,” David pointed out. “Things could be completely dead out there.”

      “The cars will be working,” Matthew responded, more aggressively than he meant to. “That’s the whole point of hitting the highway. We want to find someone to pick us up and give us a ride back home.”

      David’s mouth pursed as if he wanted to disagree. “We should realistically assume we’re walking all the way home, Matthew. Anything else would be foolish.”

      Matthew. His father rarely called him that unless Matthew plucked the strings of David’s patience. “You know what they say about making assumptions,” Matthew shot back. They hadn’t butted heads with pettiness since Matthew was younger and single, hot-headed with independence and ready to make a name for himself. He remembered this old song and dance, how David would meticulously plan a trip and Matthew would pick at it, pinpoint its flaws, just for the hell of it. He’d grown out of it, but it seemed the inclination simply needed a bad situation to rear its head up again.

      “And it looks like we are both doing it.” David glared at Matthew.

      Matthew glared back. “Walking all the way back to Galena would be a nightmare.”

      “That’s what we said we were going to do!”

      “I meant we would walk in that direction until we found help.” Matthew sighed. Now that the idea had turned into a very possible action, it seemed ridiculous, riddled with problems and faults. He wanted to take it all back, re-think through it, especially with David's health deteriorating. “There has to be a better way,” he muttered. “I could find a bike, attach one of those bike trailers to the back—”

      “I hope you’re not implying that I would be riding in the trailer,” David said, his voice low.

      “We could get one of those tandem bicycles and ride together—”

      “Again, I hope you’re not implying that I would be simply enjoying the views while you pedaled.”

      “I could find a battery charged scooter.” Matthew nodded enthusiastically, attached to the idea. “And a sidecar.”

      “Perhaps we could find a pogo stick and leap across the highway,” David snarled.

      “I hear skateboarding is coming back into vogue.”

      “Matthew, so help me—” David’s face suddenly collapsed, and his hand thumped against his chest as if trying to clutch his heart. His eyes screwed up in pain, and Matthew reached out, put a steadying hand against his father’s shoulder.

      “Did you already take your pill?” Matthew asked, all banter disappearing. He might feel nostalgic for teenage antics, but he was a middle-aged man with a wife and two kids. The time for teasing was over. “Dad, seriously. Did you already take your pill?”

      David hedged, looking slightly ashamed. “You can only take so many in a short amount of time.”

      Matthew stared at him for a moment. “I’ll be plain then. Did you take a pill at all?”

      David looked away from him. “I…didn’t bring them.”

      “You didn’t bring them.” Matthew felt like a mockingbird, echoing back and forth.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “How could you not bring them?” Matthew asked, feeling the fuse on his temper burn closer and closer to an explosion.

      “If I didn’t bring them, I didn’t have to take them.” David looked up at him, somewhat apologetic.

      “Oh, very logical,” Matthew said sarcastically. “So logical that the veteran who always told me to be prepared forgot the very pills used to keep him alive.”

      David scuffed his booted toe against the pavement. “I should be able to get through one day without them.”

      “No, you shouldn’t. The whole point of them is so you don’t keel over and die. They’re supposed to help you to, you know, not have another heart attack.”

      David went quiet and Matthew knew he’d hit a nerve. Matthew put a hand over his face, taking a deep breath for calm. The idea of weakness thrummed in the back of his mind, a conviction that threaded through David’s words and actions since the whole day had spiraled into something out of a terrible dream. His father was desperate to get home because he’d forgotten the pills that were responsible for keeping him alive. Weakness. His father’s heart attack had made him unable to do any strenuous activity. Weakness. His father refused to let Matthew do any of the heavy lifting because he feared it would make him look weak.

      Why couldn’t David understand that surviving a heart attack wasn’t a sign of weakness? He’d pushed his body too hard. Healing took time. Just because he didn’t have the virility of a younger man, it didn’t mean he was weak. Surviving was hard. Surviving made him strong. Matthew would absolutely not let this idea of weakness be the thing that took his father away from him.

      Knowing that his father had no medication with him made everything that had occurred so far on their outing take on a new perspective. Things were different now. His father’s life was at risk. He needed to find another solution to get home. Something fast and effective.

      He looked around, desperate for a solution. The parking lot looked like a vehicle graveyard, the rainbow of colors twinkling glittery hues in the sunlight. Even so, most of their owners had abandoned them for shelter, or to seek a way back home. Matthew had spent all morning asking for help, to no avail. Everyone he met was in the same situation. Right now, he and David stood in the middle of an industrial center far from any residential neighborhoods, with stores which were most likely closing due to the power outages. There was no place that he could knock on a door, and beg for shelter while they figured things out. Waiting someplace wouldn’t work anymore—not without David’s pills. It was time for action.

      The faint sound of a welcome bell dinged. The front door to Wilson’s Antiques opened. Matthew squinted into the sunlight, seeing the store’s owner walk out. Bill shut the door tight. A flash of keys shone from his hands. Matthew took in a deep breath. “Hang on,” he told David and walked towards the manager, ready to try again. Nothing left to lose.

      “Hi there, long time no see.” Matthew flashed a winning smile at Bill. “Thanks for the help earlier.”

      Bill turned to him with surprise on his face. “Still here, huh?”

      “Nowhere else for two guys from Galena to go, you know?”

      Bill nodded in sympathy. He finished locking the store up and slipped the keys into his pocket. “Nothing’s working inside and most of the customers have left. No power, no sales. Not much use staying open and dealing with irate customers. Not everyone is as nice as you folks.”

      Matthew’s smile turned more genuine. “Yeah, there were some real characters in there earlier. Listen, I don't mean to be pushy, but we’re still stuck out here and my father’s in a bad way. Is there any way you can help me?”

      “If you’d like, you can walk with me into town,” Bill offered. The light caught on his glasses and the sheen of his balding head.

      “I don’t feel comfortable leaving him,” Matthew admitted.

      “Fair enough. Well, tell you what,” Bill said, “I’ll keep an eye out for anyone in town who might be able to give you a ride and send them this way.”

      “That would be wonderful, thank you.” Matthew knew it wasn’t much, but at least it was something. With no way to contact family or help, he’d take any scrap of assistance he could.

      “No problem. Good luck to you and your father. You’re good people.” Bill stuck his hand out and Matthew took it, shaking the store manager’s hand in both agreement and goodbye. Bill headed out across the parking lot, and Matthew turned, headed back toward his father.

      “Says he’ll keep any eye out for anyone who can give us a ride and will send them our way,” he explained, sticking his thumb in the direction Bill went. “Offered for me to go with him, but I said no.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” David said, the guilty appearance of earlier smoothing away to a calm sort of acceptance. “That’s probably the best idea, actually. You’re fit and somewhat young—”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      “—you should take him up on his offer. Better yet, you should let me babysit the truck while you look for help. Start walking to Galena. Get that bike you were talking about.”

      “Pogo stick still seems like my best option,” Matthew responded, even as a new kind of uneasiness washed over him. “You want me to leave you here?”

      David shrugged. “Someone will come back for me. Plus, can’t leave the truck out here all by herself.”

      “Oh, please.” Matthew frowned. “What if I can’t get back to you by the evening?”

      Again, that shrug. “I'll sleep in the car.”

      “People don’t even let their dogs sleep in their cars, nowadays.”

      David rolled his eyes. “I’ll find a place to stay.”

      “Where?” Matthew held his hand out wide. “There’s nothing out here but stores.”

      “A twenty-four-hour gas station, then. Casino.”

      “Once a casino figures out their machines aren’t coming back up, they’ll shut down just like Bill shut his store down.”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Matthew stared at his father in disbelief. Again, the veteran who always had a plan was the one who was telling his son to abandon him, to let him fend for himself. The man who’d planned their day in Madison down to the hour, researching a timetable, ensuring they were near food stations in case they got hungry. This was the guy who would figure it out.

      “Absolutely not.” Matthew put his hands on his hips.

      “Matt, you know you’ll be faster without me holding you up.”

      Matthew rubbed his forehead in frustration. His father wasn’t wrong, but Matthew didn’t want to say it out loud. Sure, he could walk and bike faster—he’d probably be able to flag down a ride while hitchhiking since he was only one man—but everything about this whole situation made him feel alarmed. It wasn’t just the power outage and the truck not working. It was David acting lackadaisical about his own health. David, who suddenly seemed to stop caring about their well-being as a whole and only concerned himself with Matthew’s. Matthew never knew his father to be fatalistic, but this was starting to edge near a thought Matthew didn’t want to touch with a ten-foot pole.

      “Well yeah, obviously,” Matthew said, fear clogging his throat, but he couldn’t outright speak the feelings rolling inside him. He couldn’t tell his father he cared for him so blatantly. That wasn’t how they did things. “But then, Dad, who’d stop me from helping every person I came across, huh? I’d barely get out of the parking lot without you. Be logical, at least.”

      David snorted in a strange mixture of affection and agreement. The fear inside Matthew eased a touch. His joke had worked. Still, he heard Kathleen in the back of his mind, could picture her rolling her eyes: tell him what you really mean, Matt.

      Matthew took in a deep breath and tried to take Kathleen’s advice. “I don’t think it's safe to separate right now. That happens in horror films and never seems to work.”

      “I don’t watch those kinds of movies, you know that.” David sniffed.

      I don’t want to take any chances, Matthew thought, but he couldn’t say that. He couldn’t say, I’m worried about you right now. He settled for saying, “And you expect me to leave you when you don’t know the first thing about Sasquatch? What did I say, Dad? Be logical.”
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      The growling coming from Matthew’s stomach caused David to look at him with a raised eyebrow. “That sounds like Sasquatch,” he said.

      Sheepish, Matthew ran a hand through his sandy blonde hair and tried not to look embarrassed. “Can’t help it that Kathleen keeps me on a regular schedule.”

      David let out a long-suffering sigh and looked to the sky as if searching for help. “I suppose if you’re convinced of this sticking-together plan, we should start walking and find you food.”

      “Hanger is a real thing,” Matthew said with a grin and clapped his father on the back. “C’mon, old man. There was that sporting goods store not too far from here and we can get some supplies. I’m going to need new shoes if we’re walking back to Galena.” He picked his foot up and showed David his old tennis shoes, the leather scuffed and worn, the soles worn nearly smooth.

      David looked over his shoulder back at the silver truck. Matthew followed his gaze, a wistfulness filling him. “She’ll be okay,” he said to David, convincing himself of it as well. “Everyone else left their vehicles here. It’s a safe area, from what I can tell. We’ll come back for her.”

      David nodded and stuck his hands in his jeans pockets, turning so they walked side-by-side to the sporting goods store a couple of block department stores down. The green camo logo loomed above the painted white bricks. Matthew pushed the door open. The store smelled slightly stale and warm. Inside, customers milled around the shelves of warm sleeping bags, yoga mats, and overpriced coats with double insulation in a state of either panic or zen-calm. The lights above were out. Beside him, David seemed to relax now that they were out of the sun, and Matthew kept a weather eye on his father’s actions—looking for another hand to reach for his chest, a hitched breath of distress, anything that might indicate something was wrong.

      They passed the register and a younger man in a green vest approached them with a welcoming smile pasted to his face. He had short cropped brown hair and the fitness of a runner. “Hi there. How can I help you gentlemen today?”

      David gave him the courtesy of a smile. “We’re in a bit of a situation. Our car won’t start, and we need to head back home to Galena. We’re looking for any kind of transportation, but as of right now it seems like our best bet is to start walking.”

      The employee nodded, listening intently. Matthew noted his name tag said Jordan and wondered why the man didn’t look more concerned. “You’re in a similar state to everyone else here, I’m afraid. I’ve had customers looking for help all day, but we’ve lost electricity, and nothing seems to be working, not even our landline phone. I’ll keep you gentlemen in mind if the cars start back up or if I meet someone who can give you a ride. Right now, though, sounds like you’re looking for hiking supplies. Long-term stuff. Finding the best stuff is something I can help you with, if you don’t mind.”

      “That would be great,” Matthew chimed in and let David lead the way as Jordan helped them navigate the store.

      “You’ll need boots,” Jordan said, beelining to the back near a wall of display shoes. He picked out a couple and set them in front of David and Matthew. “These ones have great tread, but since you’ll be walking on pavement, you won’t have to deal with spikes for rougher terrain.” He spoke as if it was normal for two men to come into his store with a plan to walk across state lines. Matthew tried to hide his headshake of disbelief.

      “Once you pick out a boot you like—and really try them on, like jump up and down in them, bend them around—you’ll need to get lightweight packs. You don’t want to fatigue yourselves hauling weight you don’t need. You’ll also need,” and here, he held up a hand, ticking off the items off his fingers, “a solar charger with a flashlight in case you get caught out at night, a pocket knife for obvious reasons, first aid kit, refillable water canisters, none of that plastic decomposable stuff.”

      “You’ve done this before,” Matthew joked, and David jabbed him with an elbow.

      Jordan gave Matthew a solemn look. “You’re thinking of walking to Galena. I know you’ll be looking for help, but you should be prepared for the eventuality that you’ll have to walk all the way.”

      Matthew swallowed hard. “Right.”

      “Then, make sure you get a bunch of power bars. They don’t taste great, but they’ll get you through a week for sure. Lots of calories, preservable, and easy to eat on the go. It’s warm outside, so you’ll want a bandana to keep the sun and sweat out of your face. Plus, they’re nice if you need them for other purposes. You know how to get to Galena without a map?”

      “We do, but it would probably be beneficial to have one just in case,” David said.

      “Spot on. You’re a planning man, aren’t you? It’s always good to have one just in case you have to take an alternate route. There’re waterproof ones near the front of the store. And this is the most important item: toilet paper.”

      Matthew guffawed, his laugh ringing in the store. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I doubt you’ll be finding leaves to use,” Jordan said.

      “We won’t need toilet paper,” Matthew said.

      “Sir, I don’t mean to sound impertinent, but I’ve met a lot of people like you today. People who think I’m just an employee and don’t know what I’m talking about. They ignore my advice and come back hours later getting exactly what I told them to. I’ve bagged peaks and faced off with bears, and let me tell you, I know when to trust my gut. This power outage is unusual. This whole thing makes me feel like something bad is happening and it’s only going to get worse. I want to make sure you’re prepared for that.”

      “We appreciate it,” David said holding his hand out for Jordan to shake. Jordan took it, and the two shared a moment, as if they spoke a language that Matthew hadn’t learned.

      “I need to help some other customers, but please come find me if you need any more help,” Jordan said, bouncing over to another aisle.

      “What a nutter,” Matthew said softly once Jordan was out of earshot. “Bagging peaks. What, does he scale a mountain a day or something? The power is out. It’s not like the world is ending.”

      David didn’t say anything, testing out the hiking boots the way Jordan had instructed with a gravitas that, to Matthew, grew into the ridiculous.

      “He’s got a screw loose,” Matthew reiterated, watching David’s face. David’s silence said more than anything, and it rankled to know that he sided with Jordan rather than Matthew on that issue.

      Once they had a set of boots picked out, they walked through the aisles, grabbing the gear Jordan had suggested. David stuck to the list almost obsessively, picking up every item Jordan had mentioned. Even the blasted toilet paper, priced stupid-high because it was marketed toward rough-and-tough adventurers. To Matthew’s surprise, the store still had a lot of goods available, and he wondered if the other customers hadn’t been able to pay for the overpriced supplies—after all, Jordan had said nothing was working. Matthew paused, studying the day packs available, when he caught sight of Brenda and Jacob. He smiled in recognition, wondered how the couple from the parking lot had ended up here. Brenda was close to Jacob, her tone pitched in a way that spelled an argument.

      “This is idiotic,” Brenda snarled as she tossed a camp stove back on the shelf. “We don’t need any of this stuff. We should just go home, instead of wasting money on dried pea soup.”

      “How are we gonna get there, huh? You’re in dress flats.”

      “I spent less on designer sandals than those hiking boots you’re insisting we buy,” Brenda said. “The power is out, that’s it! That’s it! If you’re so worried about the world ending, you can stay here instead of buying supplies for a short walk home.”

      “It’s not just about walking home,” Jacob said, heated. “It’s that we don’t have any supplies at home. We can’t cook food on nothing, Brenda. We’re screwed if the power doesn’t come back on.”

      “It’s gonna come back on. How could it not? That doesn’t even make sense! We don't live in the Stone Age!”

      Matthew tried to hide a grin, recognizing their argument as one that could easily have sprouted between him and David. He made his way over to the aisle and raised his hand in a hello. David shuffled behind him, suddenly nervous, with two different power bar brands in his hands as if to test them on a set of scales. “How’s it going, you two? Looks like we’re going to all the same places today.”

      Jacob gave him a disgusted look and held a hand out to stop him. “Listen, we don’t have time for you right now.”

      “Whoa, I’m just asking how you’re holding up, no offense meant.” Matthew frowned. He'd only wanted to make pleasant conversation, and after Brenda and Jacob had offered to lend a hand when they were in need, he'd pinned them as good people.

      “I know you’re looking to find a ride or whatever, but you’ve got to leave us alone, man. We’re none of your business.”

      "Jacob." Brenda smacked her husband in the chest, looking ashamed. "Don't be such a jerk."

      “Leave them alone, Matt,” David whispered from behind him. “Let it be.”

      “Sorry to bother you,” Matthew said, his throat clicking as he swallowed. “Didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I’m not upset,” Jacob said, his voice rising, but Matthew turned his back on the fighting couple and headed over to the sleeping bags. The interaction unsettled him with the sharpness of their tone. Their rudeness reminded him of the customers back at Wilson’s Antiques. He bit his lip, hating how he’d seen more cruelty than kindness today.

      David nudged him. “Don’t let it get to you. They’re scared and nervous. Nothing new. They’re trying to figure things out, just like we are.”

      “Yeah, I know. No reason to act like that, though, even in a crisis. Whatever. Do we have everything we need?” He fingered the slick red material of a sleeping bag hanging from the display, read the tag that the mummy-bag could withstand negative temperatures. Matthew frowned. It couldn’t take that long to get to Galena. Once they got on their way, he was sure they’d run across someone who could give them a ride. If worse came to worst, they could rough it for a night or two. Investing in a sleeping bag would be an additional item they didn’t need. He let his hand fall away from the material.

      “Let’s check out,” David said. “We have everything here.”

      The check-out stand was empty of customers, but Jordan popped his head up from behind the counter. It looked like he was stockpiling supplies behind the desk—things that looked like what he’d suggested David and Matthew invest in. He smiled as Matthew laid their goods on the counter.

      Jordan used pen and paper to tally up the total, giving them a thumbs up when he applied the company’s ongoing promotional sale to reduce the total order by ten percent. Matthew laid his cash on the table, flattening the crumpled bills with a twist of anxiety. The total came to just over a hundred dollars, just about what Matthew had on hand. He swallowed hard and held the bills out to Jordan.

      Jordan looked at the cash for a moment and then asked, “Do you have a credit card?”

      “I thought your machines were down with the power being out,” Matthew said.

      Jordan shrugged. “We have one of those old manual credit card imprinters. I can make a copy of your credit card information and clear the purchase when the power comes on.”

      A sudden silence met his tone. Matthew’s heart clenched unexpectedly. “That’s…really nice of you.” He almost wanted to laugh. Put enough good out in the world and it will come back to you, sure, but it always came back in unexpected ways.

      “You can’t do that,” David cut in. “Who knows when the power will come back on? We don’t take what we can’t pay for.”

      Jordan laughed. “Seriously, you’ll be paying for it. With your credit card.”

      “What if the power doesn’t come back on?” David challenged. “You’ll be out all that money. You might be out of a job for doing that for us.”

      Jordan waved him away. “Why don’t you let me worry about my job, sir. If the power doesn’t come back on, I might be out of a job as it is. For now, I’m authorized to take your credit card number and if it doesn’t go through, the company is nationwide. We have credit protection. No harm, no foul. At least then you’ll be able to keep your cash if you get in a pinch.”

      David looked at Matthew for reinforcement. “We can’t do that.”

      But Matthew shook his head. He pulled his credit card out of his pocket, and watched as Jordan placed it into the old machine under a thin piece of paper glued to three different colored carbon copies. He slid the top slab over and back, producing a copy of the relevant credit card information. “There we go,” Jordan said, handing Matthew back his card and a pink slip. “You’ll need the cash if you find a ride back to Galena. Trust me on that.”

      “Seriously, thank you,” Matthew said, feeling guilty he’d called the man crazy.

      “Don’t think anything of it,” Jordan said. “We’ll need to help each other out in any way we can soon enough.”

      Matthew couldn’t speak, but he slid his purchases into his arms and carried them outside. He felt numb but somehow validated. Stricken, honestly, at how much Jordan sounded like him. And Matthew had called him a nutter.

      David knelt on the concrete and began loading the goods into their packs. Matthew helped, stuffing everything neatly into their bags and slinging one on his shoulder. He handed his father the other—he’d taken most of the weight, but he couldn’t completely stop his father from taking some of the load.

      “Matthew,” David said softly, “did you put that cash in your wallet?”

      “Yeah,” Matthew said.

      “Stick some of it in your shoe,” David said.

      Matthew didn’t want to argue, and took out the cash, gave David half. David stuffed the cash under the footbed of his new hiking boots and slipped his foot inside. Matthew followed suit with a shake of his head, feeling silly again, but realized that sometimes he had to bend a bit to others to make things easier. They had their supplies and their cash, and that was more than he thought they’d have after the trip to the store. Together, they looked out over the rise of box stores and asphalt parking lots, and began the long walk home.
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      Max’s statement shocked Kathleen, and suddenly the predatory looks of the guards and the other inmates had far more dangerous implications. Her mouth opened in fear even as her words dried up in the back of her throat. She wanted to tell Max that she’d protect him, she’d take him away from this place, she’d keep him safe—same as she would for her children or her husband—until she realized she couldn’t. Never before had that realization hit her so strongly: that Max wasn’t a man with the same freedoms as the rest of them. Allison scooted closer to her, saying, “Mom?” in a tone reserved for a much younger girl. Kathleen clapped her jaw shut and swallowed hard.

      Max kept eye contact with her until one of the guards walked by, flicking the tab open and closed on his Taser holster. Flip snap, flip snap. Max looked away and pulled back from Kathleen, almost as if his previous command for her to leave had never happened. Time became a slippery thing as the guards continued to call for orders through their radios, receiving nothing but silence and static. The visitors shifted nervously, leaning both forward and away from their imprisoned loved ones. Kathleen had a selfish notion deep inside her that she didn’t belong behind these concrete walls, that she and Allison were meant to be outside in the sun, not breathing recycled air. That they were being kept against their will.

      Across the room, she caught sight of a woman a bit older than Ruth—gray hair cut into a bob, turtleneck high on her thick neck, who looked up at the guards as if wanting to ask a question. Beside her sat a gangly boy looking like the spitting image of the inmate Kathleen assumed was his father, sitting across from them. The boy pushed into his grandmother’s side. She opened her trembling mouth and said in a warble, “Excuse me—”

      “Excuse me,” the inmate—her son, most likely—cut in, his dark gaze directed first to his family and then up to the guard. He shifted in discomfort, his clothes sounding like paper towels being rubbed together. “We’ve been here a long time. My family needs to leave soon. Any chance one of you could check in with the warden and see what’s the holdup?”

      Flip snap. Flip snap. “What did you ask me?” The guard stepped closer. Barely grown, Kathleen thought in a daze, noticing the smooth cheeks and eyes clear of crow’s feet. Barely a man.

      “Didn’t we just announce we were on lockdown?” Flip snap. “Were you too busy talking to hear that no one can leave until the power comes back on?” Flip snap.

      The man raised his hands in submission. “I was only asking for an update.”

      “Well, here’s your update: you will be quiet and stay seated if you know what’s good for you.” Flip snap.

      The inmate turned back to his family with his head down. A silence descended over the room. Hot anger built inside Kathleen. They couldn’t treat the inmates like they just treated that woman, could they? What would happen if they were stuck in here for longer? What would it be like to be...imprisoned with those guards watching you day and night? Voices slowly filtered into the room: murmurs alongside tight whispers of worry and anger. Heads came closer together. Hands clasped hands tightly. Kathleen turned to Allison. Allison studied her with wide blue eyes, similarly shocked at the poor treatment of the visitors.

      Kathleen glanced at Max and grabbed his hand under the table, squeezing it tightly. He squeezed back, giving her that tight smile meant to console. “Kathy,” he began, but another visitor stood up: a younger man about Matthew’s age in a slick jersey supporting some hockey team and cargo pants. The man said, “This is ridiculous. My wife and I would like to leave now. We aren’t confined here—we have the ability to leave when we want to. C’mon, Angie.” He reached down and grasped the hand of a dark-skinned woman in a light pink shirt. He pulled her up, and together they bypassed the concrete table and headed for the exit.

      Flip snap, flip snap, flipsnap, flipsnap.

      The guards amassed into a line and stood in front of the exit door. Blocking it. The younger, skittish one who’d yelled at the inmate pushed the hockey-shirted man on the shoulder.

      “Brady, wait—” Angie said, her voice high-pitched.

      But Brady snarled at the guard only to have the guard push him in the chest with two hands—hard. Kathleen watched in slow motion as Brady stumbled back from the force and fell over, crashing to the floor with his head clocking one of the concrete table edges with a sickening thump. Angie stifled a shriek and knelt beside her husband, trying to help him up.

      “Oh my god, Mom,” Allison breathed next to her.

      Kathleen couldn’t see blood on Brady’s face, but he did appear loose and shell-shocked. He leaned hard into Angie. “Get back to your seat,” the guard growled at them. “Get back to your seat and sit down.”

      From behind him, the militaristic guard from earlier took a step forward and said, “Power outage means lockdown. Lockdown applies to everyone, not just inmates. No more stupid antics. We can’t run the risk of losing anyone just because you think you’re entitled to leave.”

      Chills crept over Kathleen’s spine. She jerked back when she felt another soft touch on her wrist. Max leaned closer to her, his eyes still trained on the guards blocking the exit. “Kathy, listen to me, okay? This whole thing is getting out of control. I want you both to get out of here as fast as you can.”

      “Uncle Max, we can’t leave you here,” Allison said, sounding scared, but Max only had eyes for his sister. “Listen to me, okay? I left a secret go-bag at a building a couple of miles from here at Levi’s Warehouse. Do you remember that old store? It’s in a sketchy area of town and looks abandoned, but it’s not. Virginia is for lovers, right?”

      “Sure, I remember. Why would you ever have...have a go-bag, Max?” Kathleen said, shaking off old memories and recognizing how harsh she sounded, but there was nothing she could do for it.

      “I thought I might have to leave the country at one point.” He shrugged.

      “You’re an idiot,” Kathleen said, heated. “The stupidest person I’ve ever known.”

      “Yeah, I love you too. Now listen, for once in your life, listen to me. Anything happens? You get that go-bag, okay? And in a couple of minutes, I’m gonna get you out of here. You take that chance and make a run for it. You get out of here, and you’ll be safe.”

      “Max, I swear to god if this is you exploring a savior complex—”

      “Please. The cocaine drug mule has a savior complex?” He thought on it a moment. “Okay, maybe. Let me test it out. Allison, don’t do drugs.”

      “You’re stupid,” Kathleen hissed. Allison snorted a laugh.

      “And you’re uptight. Give Matt my love.” Max let go of her hand and then suddenly stood up. He flashed the room a smile, one of those bright winning ones that could charm a snake. “I know I’m going to sound like a broken record,” he started, “but I have to state my case. I think it would be in everyone’s best interest if the visitors were allowed to go home.”

      The guards moved toward Max. Kathleen reached up to grab Max and pull him back down, but Allison reached for her hand instead. “Let him be, Mom,” she said, and it was as if her baby girl had grown up in moments, that she was looking at a woman of forty and not a teenager.

      “Sit back down,” one of the guards growled, advancing on Max like a shark smelling blood.

      “The power looks like it's going to be out for a while, fellas.” Max’s grin widened. He held out his hands as if making a compromise. “It really will be safer for all of us if we let our friends and family leave.”

      “I said sit back down. Or did you lose your hearing?”

      One of the guards lunged for Max. Max stepped up on the stool and onto the top of the table in one fluid motion, towering over everyone. His smile stayed in place as he surveyed the room. Kathleen watched the other inmates make eye contact with him for a moment—even the one she thought had been giving him the stink-eye earlier.

      “It would be such a shame, wouldn’t it,” Max continued, backing up to the table’s edge as the guards approached. Allison abruptly stood up, and Kathleen, shaking, followed, wondering how she’d let herself and Allison become a barrier between the guards and Max.

      “Such a shame if a riot happened with civvies inside. Big liability, I’d say. Might get all of you fired for incompetence.” Max spread his hands out wide, a politician in the making if circumstances were different. A laugh was stifled somewhere in the room. The visitor’s center had a lulling silence to it, a predatory feel.

      Kathleen saw Max as a toddler when she’d pushed him around in a wagon. She saw Max as a confident teenager with a girlfriend on his elbow and his hair a wild mess as he headed out to homecoming. She saw Max now, the swagger of a leader, inciting trouble in a prison, and realized she had no idea who Max was. All her memories of him didn’t add up to this man, this moment.

      “Get down if you ever want to see your family again,” the younger guard commanded.

      The threat was the spark that lit up the room. As one, the other inmates stood, coalescing around the guards, their heads held high. Kathleen couldn’t breathe. Her mind had gone blank. She wondered, when push came to shove, what she would do.

      She would do what Max had said. She would make a run for it.

      The older military-affiliated guard let out a sigh and eased his hands off the Taser and gun holster. “You make a good point. Max, is it? We talked about not doing anything stupid earlier. This looks like a stupid mistake we could all avoid.”

      Max raised his eyebrow. “You got that right.”

      “Visitors, you heard the man,” the older guard said. “Please form a line and head for the exit, please. You can gather your items at the front.”

      Kathleen put her arm around Allison and managed to stick her hand out and squeeze Max’s foot in goodbye. Together they headed for the exit. Angie’s soft sniffles filled her ears, her arm wrapped around Brady. As Kathleen moved away, she heard the young guard who’d pushed Brady down snarl up at Max, “You can take it to the bank that you won’t see your family for years after this stunt.”

      Kathleen looked over her shoulder one last time to see Max step down off the table before the door to the visitor’s area thudded shut behind them.
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      Hands shaking, Kathleen took back her items and slipped on her rings. Allison studied her with the eye of a hawk, her mouth pressed into a tight line as Kathleen struggled to find her car keys in her purse.

      “Mom, you look white as a sheet.”

      Kathleen nodded, but she couldn’t break down here. Not until they were outside and Allison was safe and back in the sunlight, blasting Taylor Swift out of their speakers and texting up a storm to her friends as they drove away. That was normal. Everything that had just happened…that was not.

      Walking quickly, they stepped out of the prison and into the parking lot, beelining for Kathleen’s red SUV. Desperately, she thought about calling Matthew, but the thought of his chipper voice asking her how it went would send her into an anxiety-driven meltdown. She’d never felt so terrified for her brother’s life before, never felt so much hatred that she had to leave Max behind with people who didn't care about his sweet nature and good heart. But it was out of her control. She opened the car door and slammed it behind her.

      In the sweltering heat of the interior, Kathleen took a deep breath. Would they put Max in solitary confinement? Did low-level drug criminals even qualify for solitary? That seemed so extreme when he was just helping his family.

      She thought of Brady’s head hitting the concrete table. The crunch.

      “Mom, start the car?” Allison asked, quietly.

      “Of course, sorry.” Kathleen let out a shaky breath and stuck the keys in the ignition. She turned the engine over, waiting for the familiar rumble paired with the blast of air conditioning. The car made a clicking sound, but otherwise remained silent and off.

      Kathleen bit her lip and tried again. Same result.

      “Really?” she said under her breath to the car. “No, I’m serious. Are you really not going to work?”

      “Is the battery dead?” Allison asked, almost as if her mother were a bomb that might explode at any moment. She wasn't wrong. “Maybe the lights were left on?”

      Kathleen checked—nope, turned off. She tested the interior lights, anything that could have drained the battery. She put her hand over her eyes for a moment. “Allison, honey, I think we’re stuck. I’m gonna try and call your father.”

      “Okay,” Allison said and bit her lip.

      “I’m all right. We’re all right.” Kathleen gave Allison a wobbly smile. “I’m so sorry to fall apart on you like that. Are you okay?”

      Allison nodded and then asked in a very small voice. “Will Uncle Max be all right?”

      Kathleen didn’t know what to say so she lied, a lie to soothe them both. “He will. It’s Max. He’s a hero now.”

      Allison chuckled. “He sure did take control of the room.”

      “Yeah.” Kathleen held her phone up to her ear, Matthew already on speed dial. A strange beeping sound filled her ears, followed by a long blaring tone. Frowning, she looked at her phone, noted that she had no signal. “My phone is acting up. Can you try?”

      Allison nodded, but moments later she frowned at her phone too. “I can’t reach anyone. Let me try Grandma.”

      Kathleen looked at the wallpaper on her phone—a family photo from their first day in Galena, when they’d walked to a duck pond and fed the fowl small pellets for fifty cents. They’d all laughed when one of the ducks tried to chase Patton, when Allison had rolled her eyes but had a grin tugging at her lips, when Matthew had kissed her cheek and told her he still loved her after all these years.

      “Mom, nothing’s happening. I can’t hear anything. I can’t get ahold of anyone.”

      Kathleen sat in the parking lot without a car, a phone, or a brother. She thought the tears would spill out then, make her have to step outside to have a quick cry, but instead a smooth conviction rolled over her. First things first. Take care of her daughter. Get them someplace safe.

      “Should I try my friends? We could get them to pick us up and hang out there until we get in touch with Dad. This stupid prison probably has some kind of police-wave that kills phone connection.”

      “Sure. Should I go back inside and see if any of the guards have a jump?” Kathleen didn’t want to, but she would if Allison couldn’t get ahold of anyone.

      Allison shook her head. “I don’t want you going back in there. Let me see if I can reach my friends.” She held the phone to her ear again, speed-dialing people Kathleen barely knew. A terrible feeling twisted Kathleen’s gut. She wanted to get home, hold her family close. Yet somehow, she felt as if the universe had turned against them. That something was terribly wrong and she was adrift in the chaos of it all, a life raft nowhere in sight.
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      The waterproof map felt slick in Matthew’s grip as he traced the path from their location to the highway with his fingernail. “We can definitely take this side road until we head up towards the interstate,” he said, nudging David to ensure he paid attention.

      David peered over Matthew’s shoulder, his eyebrows drawn together. “Are we sure the interstate is the best course?”

      Matthew glanced at his father in astonishment. “It’s the fastest way home, as you agreed on earlier. If we stick to back roads, there’s less of a chance we’ll find people to help us out. Better to be direct and forward. Why, are you nervous?”

      David shifted uneasily. “No. I only worry about people being idiots.”

      Matthew couldn’t help but laugh. “How do you expect to run a hotel that’s focused on people, then, Dad?”

      David grinned at him. “Figured you’d take that responsibility. I’d fix things and secretly smoke cigars in the back while you dealt with the customers.”

      “Oh, good to know. I had no idea the responsibility would all fall on me.”

      “If you make a profit this year, I’ll let you share a cigar with me.”

      “Promises, promises. Seriously though, Dad. The interstate is the best way. You agree?”

      “Lead the way.”

      Matthew folded up the map and stuck it in his pocket. Concrete crunched under their feet as they headed away from the big box stores and wide asphalt parking lots into side streets lined with smaller shops, trees, and at some point, residential houses. Matthew tried to temper his urge to conquer the distance and see how far he could go, but David’s shuffling contrasted with Matthew’s long strides. He had to admit, he was grateful for the hiking boots.

      He looked up from the map and frowned. Around them, people ambled about the roads or stood out on the lawns, looking angry or mistrustful. Cars had haphazardly died around the streets, almost like toys that a child had upended and scattered. Some people shouted curses as they tried to push their vehicles to the side of the road, while others looked on as if trying to copy those same actions, looking sad and lost. The sense of explosive anger had transformed to a simmering pot, ready to boil over at any moment.

      Matthew walked closer to his father. This whole thing seemed surreal. Sure, he could come to terms with a widespread power outage taking out businesses and maybe even affecting cars for miles, but this was almost too much. A cruel universal joke. This could be, for all intents and purposes, a weird time-traveling science fiction world he’d been plopped into where everything fell apart. Patton loved this end-of-the-world mumbo-jumbo. But now that that fictional mumbo-jumbo had become reality, Matthew felt detached and uncentered.

      Get out to the interstate. That was the goal. This...whatever this was, it couldn’t extend all the way to Galena. If they could get past whatever this was, they could call Ruth, call Kathleen. Things would go back to normal.

      David’s shuffle missed a step. Mathew glanced back to see he’d outpaced his father, who’d slowed considerably.

      “Hate to say it,” David admitted, sounding out of breath, “but this old man needs a break.”

      “All those cigars,” Matthew said, but his heart wasn’t in the joke. He eased David to the side of the road where David sat heavily on the curb, clasping his hands in front of him. Matthew opened up his pack, drew out a bottle of water, and offered it to David. David drank sparingly, swishing it around in his mouth before swallowing.

      Behind them, Matthew could still see the commercialized rise of the shopping center Wilson’s Antiques had been near. They hadn’t walked very far before David needed rest—and Matthew wondered how much his father had pushed himself to get this far. With a sudden spike of guilt, Matthew realized he’d been foolish.

      How could he assume his sick father could walk all the way to Galena? What had he been thinking? They’d barely walked a mile before stopping for a breather. Matthew had assumed that, worst case scenario, they’d rough it for maybe a couple of days. Now, those couple of days looked like it could easily turn into a week. Maybe two.

      He couldn’t expose David to the elements for two weeks. They had nothing to keep warm, barely anything to eat that would last that long. Anger rushed through him at his irresponsibility. He was a grown man—he should’ve realized how hard this would be on David. He should’ve taken better care.

      Thankfully, David’s breathing evened out. Matthew tried to control his body posture, to keep him appearing like this was just a father-son outing even as his mind worked itself into overdrive. Perhaps they should turn back. Spend the night in the truck. Even if they had to eat power bars morning, noon, and night, at least David wouldn’t be in danger of collapsing or running his heart ragged. Matthew put his hands on his hips and looked around. Just across the street, a woman studied the popped hood of her car with despair. Another group of twenty-somethings were pushing a Toyota Prius into a driveway. Another older man asked for money down the way, spurned with glares by others.

      No, going back would be the same as pushing ahead. They might be able to have a roof over their heads, but help would be scarce. They’d be in the same situation. At least here, they were actively trying to save themselves, rather than waiting on the mercy of others. As much as he had faith in humanity as a whole, Matthew knew waiting would drive both him and David insane.

      “Matt?” David asked.

      “Yeah, Dad?”

      “Everything okay?”

      Matthew knew David’s question encompassed more than that. He was asking about Matthew’s doubts, about whether they should reconsider going back, whether David should stay behind while Matthew forged ahead. Matthew knew David was thinking all the same things he was. About how grim this looked. “Never better, Dad.” Matthew held his hand out and David took it.

      “All right, son,” David said, accepting the unspoken decision. Together, they continued down the road once more.

      Soon enough, the streets transitioned from tree-shaded residential paths to wider double lane industrial roadways, with off-shooting ramps and green signs pointing them in different directions. Matthew kept his hope close, knowing without a shadow of acknowledged doubt that once they got on the exit ramp and hit the fast-moving highway, they would find endless cars whizzing by, honking horns, that he could hold his thumb out like a hitchhiker and someone would eventually stop for them. There would be fast food restaurants along the side of the road for them to get salty fries. There would be gas stations who would hand over their landlines with a rolled eye for Matthew to make a call.

      “Here we go,” Matthew said, pointing at the map and then inclining his head to a sign with “Galena” painted in shimmering white.

      David nodded, still somewhat out of breath from their last rest. They’d stopped about five times since they began walking again, and David was able to keep moving in bursts of energized speed. They meandered up and around the exit’s curve, finally levelling up and out to see the long flat stretch of interstate cutting through the flat plains.

      Matthew’s heart climbed up his throat. He came to a sudden standstill. A sea of stalled cars clogged the interstate. Trucks, SUVs, and cars sat at strange angles while others were bumper to bumper without a sliver of space to pivot and move. Between all of them, people screamed in rage at each other. Others pushed for space or paced in a mix of business casual and executive suits with their phones pressed uselessly to their ears. For a moment, it was all Matthew could do to stare at the impossible before him. Everyone was in the same position as they were? Everyone? Everywhere?

      Car horns screeched like honking geese. The rumble of engines filled the air. Matthew realized that some of the older models from his youth were still working, and yet those people were just as imprisoned as the cars that weren’t working. No one could move. It was the world’s worst gridlock he’d ever seen.

      “What the…” David’s voice trailed off.

      “I don’t know,” Matthew said, dumbstruck. “I don’t even know.”

      David let out a low whistle and after a stunned moment, clapped Matthew on the shoulder. “Pick your feet up. Looks like we have a much longer walk than we thought.”

      “Yeah,” Matthew said, unable to say anything else, not knowing what else he could possibly say. “You’re right.”

      They walked side by side on the shoulder, weaving around cars and other people, the sign pointing towards Galena saying they had many, many miles left to go.
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      The cars on the interstate formed a disjointed rainbow, the twinkling glitter of paint ranging from reds and blues to greens and silvers. Matthew squinted as the sunlight blinked off of curved tops and shiny bumpers and wished he’d bought a pair of sunglasses to go along with the bandana wrapped around his forehead. Perspiration beaded along his neck, but they’d kept up a good pace for the last thirty minutes or so. For as far as the eye could see, the maze of dead and gridlocked cars was unending. People wandered in shifting emotions of confusion, anger, and frustration. As Madison shrank behind them, Matthew fought a deep sense of dread and tried to focus on the horizon where the concrete barriers hid the sight of interlocking parcels of green and yellow farmland.

      The startling crash of glass paired with the sound of shards clinking together jolted him out of his thoughts. Just ahead, dark shapes swarmed over and around the cars like a cluster of flies. One of the flies held something in his hands and cocked it back like a baseball bat, before letting the object collide with the side window of a Mazda.

      Again, that sharp shatter of glass. The bright sprinkle of shards caught the light and sent momentary prisms dancing over the dark fly—no, not a fly, a man. A group of men actually, who whooped like the man had hit a home run and began rummaging in the empty car. Matthew slowed his walk. The group of men seemed to shrug after only a few moments and then moved on to a Subaru up ahead. Arm cocked. Crash of glass. It wasn’t a bat. It was a tire iron.

      Matthew knew his face was scrunched in an expression of outraged disapproval. These men were working down the line of cars, smashing in windows, digging keys into the paint and leaving long jagged white lines down the hoods and doors. Their laughter had the jeering wildness of a murder of crows, setting Matthew’s teeth on edge. And they were headed right towards them.

      About two cars ahead, the man with the crowbar—the leader, Matthew assumed—smashed in the window of a small hatchback. The scream that followed on the heels of the shattering glass made Matthew’s blood run cold. One of the men threw his head back and laughed. As another mocked the high-pitched screams coming from inside the car, the outrage pooling inside Matthew unspooled into action.

      “What’s wrong, little lady?” the man with the tire-iron asked, bending over to speak through the ruined window. He had a high-and-tight haircut, something David might have worn once upon a time. “I’m a repair man, don’t you see? And it looks like you’re in need of a new window. Pay up.”

      “That’s it,” Matthew muttered under his breath.

      “Matt,” David cautioned. “Matt. Matthew. Don’t engage. Did you hear me?”

      But Matthew had already begun angling toward the screaming, which had turned into terrified sobbing.

      “Matthew,” David hissed. “Leave it alone. There’s no point getting involved.”

      Matthew turned on his father. “If I don’t, no one else will. You’d let them harass a woman? You’d just watch?”

      David’s mouth pursed into a tight line, but the disapproval lingered in his eyes. “People are looking for trouble,” he said quickly, before Matthew could look away. “They know they can get away with it.”

      Matthew uttered a sound of disgust and wrenched away from his father. “Hey!” he shouted to the group of men. “What the hell are you guys doing?”

      “Oh look-it here,” one of the men shouted back and smacked his friend in the arm. “Who are you?”

      “You think that’s okay? Terrifying a poor woman to death for the fun of it?” Matthew shouted back. His hands clenched into fists at his sides.

      “Hey, Chris,” the man said, nodding his head toward the man with the tire iron. “What do you think? Is it okay?”

      Chris slung the tire iron against his shoulder and tapped it once, twice. His eyes narrowed as he took Matthew in from head to toe, considering him.

      “There’s no reason to scare people who are already scared,” Matthew added. Behind him, David took in a sharp breath, Matthew’s name breathed out in full and in warning.

      “You think I’m a bad person?” Chris asked, putting a hand on his chest and taking a step closer. His crew fanned out around him, as if reading an unspoken signal. “You’ve come on your white horse to save the maiden from the bad guy?” Chris snorted out a disbelieving laugh. “You sure made a mistake in this book.”

      Matthew vibrated with tension. He flicked his eyes over the rest of the men who slowly made their way closer to him. “It’s never a mistake to call out boys pretending to be men.”

      Chris let out a low whistle. “You’ve sure got a mouth on you. If this is a playground, you know what teachers say. We all need to share. Looks like you have a lot holding your bag down. Why don’t you let us take a look?”

      “Why would I ever do that?” Matthew asked in a low voice. Chris came so close Matthew could see the cruel gleam in his hazel eyes, the soft tap of the tire iron against his shoulder a warning. Matthew kept his chin up high, remembering stupid ego fights like this from his time in bars, when he’d be the one telling his friends to cool it when tempers ran too high. Now, he was the one picking a fight—but this wasn’t over a slight. This was because Chris thought it was fun to hurt others. This was Matthew giving a young woman the time and space to get away.

      “Because if you don’t, I might knock your jaw off.” The tire iron tapped against Chris’s shoulder again. Matthew looked down and tried to hide his shock at seeing the bold interlocking lines of blue, black and red peeking out of Chris’s rolled-up tee-shirt sleeve. A tattoo. It looked familiar—something like an army guy might sport.

      “Matthew,” David breathed from behind, and Matthew blinked, saw the crew surrounding them like a pack of wolves, each with that predatory quietness about them, waiting for Chris to give the signal to attack. Behind Chris’s shoulder, Matthew saw the woman in the car stumble out and begin running away from them, her high heels held in her hand, her stocking feet silent on the crushed glass and concrete. Something eased in his chest—at least she was safe. Only now, he and David were in trouble.

      “If that’s what it takes to show you how to behave,” Matthew said, slinging his pack slowly over his shoulder. He didn’t want to back down, almost felt ready to test his strength against Chris’s, but he knew it wouldn’t be fair. Not with his dad vulnerable behind him, not with the other men in Chris’s crew eyeing him like a meal. They couldn’t make a run for it—David wouldn’t be able to keep up. Even Matthew might not be able to outpace Chris, who looked like he ran marathons.

      Chris yanked Matthew’s pack out of his hands. “Cheese, check the old guy’s pack.”

      The man who’d laughed at the woman’s distress earlier—Cheese, Matthew thought with a shake of his head—stepped forward and wrenched David’s pack from him. Backing up to stand next to Chris, Cheese grinned at him and ripped through the zippers of the pack. Chris did the same. Together, they dumped out the power bars, toilet paper, and supplies on the asphalt.

      “That’s it?” Cheese asked with a snort of derision. “Buncha crap.” He stomped on one of the power bars, breaking the plastic covering and sending dusty chocolate up into the air.

      “Might be a good lesson, here.” Chris held his foot above another bar and slowly crushed it against the pavement. “Since we’re on the playground and all. Might be a good lesson for you to mind your own business. What do ya think, Cheese.”

      “Yeah,” Cheese said, and Matthew noted the man had a couple of back molars missing. “Teach ’em.” He picked up a roll of toilet paper and began tearing pieces off and flinging them at Matthew. The pieces floated down like feathers.

      “Can get in a lot of trouble when you don’t mind your own business.” Chris tilted his head.

      “That so,” Matthew said, tapping Chris's arm where the tattoo lay. “Is that what they teach you in the military? What were you—Army? No, Marines, I bet.”

      Chris’s mouth clapped shut, his eyes shuttering closed. His bravado slipped away.

      “Where did you serve?” Matthew asked, like a dog with a bone. “What’s your rank? I’d love to know. Would love to support you by giving you my power bars.”

      A sharp breath hissed through Chris’s teeth. He backed up a step and threw the empty day pack at Matthew. Matthew barely managed to catch it. “I’m bored with this,” Chris said, stepping back. “Let’s get out of here, boys.”

      The crew stayed silent, all knowing Matthew had touched a nerve, but they melted away from around David and Matthew, spreading out around the cars as they walked away. The tight knot of anxiety in Matthew’s stomach eased. Cheese tucked the roll of toilet paper under this arm and began unspooling it, letting the thin white pulp-paper float like streamers. Matthew let out a deep breath, the adrenaline leaking through him in jittering waves. The sudden sound of glass crashing made him whip around to see Chris lever the tire iron and smash the metal through another car window with undue force. As if he wished it were Matthew’s face he was smashing in.

      “They won’t stop,” Matthew said in a rush.

      “Of course they won’t,” David said sharply, bending down to gather the remaining power bars and stuff them back in the bag.

      “He should know better,” Matthew said, hot anger coating his words as he turned back to look at David. “He’s probably an ex-Marine. Those kinds of actions could be…I don’t know, he could be court-martialed or something.”

      “They won’t stop harassing people.” David zipped up his bag and adjusted it over his shoulders.

      “We can’t let them get away with it,” Matthew said.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” David said, “but we can’t force them to be decent men. You can’t teach morality. That's not your job.”

      “But we can’t just do nothing.”

      David made a sound of frustration. “You’re an idealist, Matt. Just because you can show people the right way to do things doesn’t mean they’ll do the right thing. Most people, when push comes to shove, are ugly down to their bones. That man might have been an ex-Marine, but you have no idea what his past was like. Maybe he deserted. Maybe he saw enough bad things to make him need control over others. Things aren’t black and white.”

      “Some things should be,” Matthew said. “Things like, don’t terrorize others. Or, don’t be a jerk to your fellow humans. Everyone is scared. What’s the point of making it worse?”

      “You need to recognize that we aren’t in a normal situation. What you just did could have gotten us beaten up or even killed.”

      “God, Dad. You don’t have to see the worst in everything.”

      “I don’t. I’m being realistic.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      “At least I wouldn’t have gotten our food crunched to bits.”

      “But the woman wouldn’t have been able to get away.” Matthew glared at David and David glared right back. Matthew couldn't understand it. His father was a good man—how could he sit back and watch as others treated each other with such disdain? A fundamental difference existed between them, a rift that had always clashed, but had never needed to be scrutinized like it did right now.

      Another crash of glass sounded behind them. Raucous laughter rang through the air. The sound of another high-pitched shriek of fear made Matthew close his eyes in defeat. He couldn’t look behind him and see Chris and Cheese hurting another person without doing something.

      “You can’t save everyone,” David said, his voice quiet and somewhat apologetic.

      Matthew took a deep breath and closed his eyes against the blinding sun. David was right on that account. His father was his top priority, and he hoped that the women Chris hunted had fathers or husbands or partners out there that would defend them. He hoped there was someone out there stronger than him who could take on the world and make it better.

      Even so, David had a point. What would Matthew have done if Chris wanted to get into a fight? Would he be justified if David was punched in the gut, his heart forced to suffer more trauma, all because Matthew wanted to stop a group of bad guys from hurting others?

      Yes, his heart whispered. Of course. If you put good in the world, it will come back to you.

      Would it have been good to see his father bleeding? What good was that? What good was risking David’s life for an unknown woman?

      Matthew shook off his thoughts and slung his pack over his shoulders, tightening the straps unnecessarily. He might not be able to save the world, but he could save his world—and that included getting his father back to the hotel in one piece.
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      Hours floated by, marked by the slow procession of the sun across the sky and the mounting anxiety growing inside of Ruth. The phone remained suspiciously silent. She’d expected at least a courtesy call from Matthew or David, updating her on their purchases in town, letting her know when to expect them back home. An eerie silence settled over the hotel, broken by the brush of dust rags wiping away layers of grime as she and Patton finished cleaning the rest of the rooms.

      The state of the freezer occupied the back of Ruth’s mind, and she fought her worry, refusing to let it overshadow the relative happiness of the day. She took a deep breath, knowing that if she recognized her negative thoughts and stayed level-headed, she could figure out anything.

      Now, with the rooms mostly cleaned and waiting on the electricity to turn back on, she might as well fess up to Patton about what was going on. He had a right to know and was old enough to understand there might be a problem the two of them had to handle. Maybe he'd know of something Matthew and Kathleen had planned for, maybe there was just a silly switch she was supposed to turn over every other day that would fix the freezer right up. A woman could hope.

      “What’s wrong, Grandma?” Patton frowned at her in concern, his arms full of dirtied linens.

      “We haven’t heard from Grandpa,” she said. “You know how I worry.”

      Patton nodded solemnly. “Usually they call.”

      Ruth’s throat felt tight. “Take those downstairs to the laundry room, would you? Then meet me outside. I should’ve said something earlier, Patton, but the freezer didn’t seem to be holding in the cold like it should while we were having lunch. I’m concerned it might be going out, and we don’t have much food as it is. How does a trip to the store sound? Get out, get some fresh air.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Patton said. “Not sure how long I can survive on cereal.” He wobbled out of the room, the layers of linens like fluffy cake frosting overflowing from his arms. Ruth held back a sudden laugh, grateful for the cheerful image. She remembered she needed to take time slow, enjoy the moments, delight in the gifts life gave. She couldn’t let her anxiety get the better of her with future predictions of what if.

      She left the room and headed down the stairs, grabbing her purse and the keys to the blue Volvo out front. Once they had food from the store in Galena, she would feel more at ease. Even if the freezer died, they could stock up the small fridge and she could make sure she wasn’t feeding her grandson sugar-packed grain with milk for every meal. What would Kathleen say? Ugh. She knew what Kathleen would say and none of it good. This couldn't be one more point of argument between her and her daughter-in-law.

      She unlocked the Volvo and slid into the hot interior, the leather near-scalding against her back. She stuck the keys in the ignition as Patton ran from the hotel’s wide back doors to the passenger side. He jumped in, shaking his hand as if the door handle had burned him, “Oh dang, it is hot!,” and Ruth stifled a laugh at him, her heart suddenly full of light. Her grandson entertained her in so many ways.

      “That’s what happens when you leave a car in the sun all day,” she teased, turning the key in the ignition.

      Patton rolled his eyes at her. The car stayed silent. Frowning, Ruth tried again, but the car remained stubbornly still and quiet.

      “Are you out of gas?” Patton asked, a slow smile curving his face. “Is that what really happens when you leave a car in the sun all day?”

      “Ha ha, very funny.” Ruth pulled the key out and put it back in, as if that would somehow make a difference. The car didn’t start—not even a whir. The vehicle seemed completely dead.

      “I swear I filled up when I was last in town,” she muttered under her breath, even as that anxious chattering began in the back of her mind again. If she popped the hood, she’d only know how to unscrew the cap for the window-washer fluid, only be able to figure out where the oil stick lay. Vehicles had always been meant for shops and overall-clad technicians, for her to tip her hard-earned cash into their hands because she needed a new alternator or struts or premium gas because she drove a German vehicle. Neither David nor Matthew had an inkling about cars, either.

      “I can get the gas cans from the garage,” Patton suggested. “They're full, if we need fuel.”

      Ruth bit her lip, her hand tight around the keys still in the ignition. “I’m positive I filled up the other day. Maybe the lights were left on and the battery is dead.” She let out an aggravated sigh and pulled the keys out, letting them fall in a clink of silver into her lap. “Looks like our plan has been foiled.”

      “Drat,” Patton said, “and I had such evil plots afoot.”

      Ruth covered her face and giggled. “Like what? Replace cereal with cookies and candy bars?”

      “Yup. My sweet tooth is notorious.”

      “Where did you hear that word?”

      “Allison.” Patton leaned back in his seat. “She said Mom's temper is notorious for going off at the worst moments. Is the freezer really going out?”

      “It wasn’t as cold as it should be when I checked earlier today.”

      “Was there any food in it?”

      Ruth nodded. “I can’t remember what, but yes. Should we go check what exactly there is?”

      “Yeah.” Patton opened the door and let out a hiss when his hand touched the hot plastic handle. “Geez, we should put this thing in the garage.”

      Ruth couldn’t help but agree. It never failed: if one machine kicked the bucket, then more weren’t far behind. First the freezer and now the car…what could be next?

      As Patton and Ruth made their way back inside and into the kitchen, she felt grateful for the wash of cool air still circulating inside the hotel. She wondered if she looked like a crazy lady of the mountain with her bun all askew and her dirty work clothes. Maybe it was a good thing the people in Galena didn’t get to see her this way.

      Patton stood in front of the freezer and Ruth gave him a nod of approval. He gripped the door and pulled hard, finally getting the heavy door to budge. Together they stuck their heads inside, and Ruth’s heart sank. Something was definitely wrong with the insulation or the seal. The chilly air of the early afternoon had sunk into a lukewarm stagnant air that smelled faintly of plastic. The white buildup on the seal seemed thicker than it had earlier, and Ruth scratched at it with her fingernail.

      Patton slipped further into the freezer and began looking intently at the wrapped packages on the shelf. “You’re right, Grandma. The refrigerator feels colder than this!”

      Ruth pursed her lips together. “That’s what worries me. What do you see there?”

      Patton picked up a thick package wrapped in white paper. “Looks like we’ve got lots of chicken.” He squinted at the writing on another package. “A sirloin. Some veggies.”

      Ruth nodded, feeling a bit at a loss about what to do. “Let’s bring them out here. Might as well move them to the fridge rather than let them go bad in this warm freezer.”

      “You know, Grandma,” Patton said slowly, “we could cook the food and preserve it.”

      “That sounds like a good idea, but honey, I don’t know the first thing about preserving food.”

      Patton handed her the chicken package. Ruth read that it contained five pounds of white meat. “If you want, one of my classmates held a demonstration at school on how to preserve meat. We were studying Native American history and traditions and she’s part Sioux, I think? Moved here a couple of years ago from the Dakotas. Anyway, she did this cool demonstration and cut the meat very thin and then marinated it with salt. We could try it?”

      “What did she marinate it with?” Ruth asked, thinking helplessly of teriyaki and lemon zest.

      “Salt, obviously. Vinegar, too.”

      “Really now. What else did this young lady teach you?”

      “She's just a friend.” Patton looked away, a blush high on his cheeks.

      “I only meant to say that she sounds like a bright young lady, is all,” Ruth said primly as she opened up one of the cupboards and pulled out the ingredients, along with garlic and onion powder, a steak pepper seasoning, and something Matthew had brought from a trip to New Orleans. “How’s this look?”

      “Looks good, Grandma. You really want to try preserving the meat?”

      “I trust you,” Ruth said, even as her heart felt swollen with love for her grandson. Despite everything they’d been through, all the problems encountered, Patton reminded her of David when they first met in his level-headed ways, his acceptance of situations outside of his control, his ability to set his nose to the grindstone and find solutions.

      “We’ll need to find a place to hang the meat strips up, somewhere cool and dry with good air flow.” Patton ran a hand through his dark hair and then put a hand on his hip. “I don’t know what to do with the vegetables, though.”

      Ruth bent over and rifled through the other cabinets, pulling out mason jars, knives, and spatulas, all the while trying not to think about the bacteria that could survive on meat drying in open air. She knew a little about canning, a skillset her mother had used but which Ruth had almost forgotten. She remembered some of the basics. She let out a cry of victory when she pulled out a pressure cooker and felt more settled. Using both this and the gas range stove top, she would be able to preserve the vegetables and boil water, all the while using the salt to keep things mostly clear of spoilage. She took a deep breath, surprised all this old-school methodology was coming back into use. She placed everything on the counter. “We’ll can what we can,” she said. “You might know a thing or two about meat preservation, but we’ll be using my mother’s recipes to keep these veggies.”

      And hopefully, we won’t need them, she thought to herself as she began clearing her work space. Hopefully, the electricity would come back on soon. Hopefully, David and Matthew would walk through the front door at any moment and make fun of her for flying off the handle and going into canning mode because of the state of the freezer. Hopefully, they’d be able to jump the car, or do whatever magic they could to make it start again and she could throw out the whole canned batch in favor of fresher foods. Hopefully.

      “Can you teach me, Grandma?” Patton asked, hopping up on the stool to watch her.

      “Of course,” she said. “You’ll be in charge of the meat, I hope you know. Maybe you can spot a place we can smoke or let the meat dry out.”

      “Okay,” he said, and spun on the stool, his eyes wide and taking in everything in the kitchen in a new light.

      “Hey,” Ruth said, calling him back as he began to investigate what the kitchen had to offer. “That was quick thinking on your part. Figuring out what to do with the meat. I would’ve thrown it in the refrigerator, and we might have lost it all.”

      “We still might,” Patton said with a grin. “But if we do, don’t tell Mom, okay?”

      “I’ll take the blame.” Ruth winked. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “You’re the best, Grandma,” Patton said as Ruth turned back to the spread in front of her. Here goes nothing.
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      The roadblock of stalled cars seemed to fill the interstate from here to eternity. Matthew and David stuck to the shoulder, navigating around off-kilter vehicles and sharing a power bar in tense silence. The nuts and ground grain stuck to the roof of Matthew’s mouth, making him yearn for water, but he couldn’t quite let himself have any. Every sound that wasn’t the familiar shuffle of their hiking boots crunching on pavement had him jumping. Ever since Cheese and Chris had threatened them, Matthew felt on edge, suspicious of even the shadows. It made him irritable.

      The worst part was that Matthew now understood David’s hesitations and fears. After the adrenaline had worn off from his almost fist fight, Matthew felt queasy. His dad was right—he had been reckless. He could have gotten them both hurt or killed. Still, he couldn’t let those fears rule his future. He couldn’t give in to the train of thought that everyone stuck on the interstate was an enemy, that everyone meant them harm.

      Yet that was becoming harder and harder as the journey went on. Especially with his father’s disapproving silence painting the air between them.

      Several miles passed with only a few rest stops in between. Matthew’s legs began to ache, his calves tight from walking, and he attempted to stretch, all the while giving thanks to Jordan for suggesting the hiking boots. They started to break in the longer Matthew wore them, the stiffness loosening and creating a comfortable cradle for his feet. David’s cheeks had a red bloom of sunburn, and Matthew wished they’d picked up some sunblock too. He found himself wishing for a long list of things on this trek.

      “How are you feeling?” Matthew asked, breaking the thick silence. He hadn’t seen David rub his chest for a while and could think of nothing else to say but start up small talk. He had a sneaking suspicion David hadn’t taken a rest because of his stubbornness.

      “Good,” David said. “Tired. I don’t want to think of how much further we have to go.”

      “Agreed. I can’t believe cars are stalled all the way out here. I don’t understand what happened.”

      “Me either.” David worried at his lip. “Listen, Matt—”

      “Tommy? Tommy!” A loud scream cut David off and Matthew whipped around, searching for the source of the voice.

      “Tommy! Where are you!”

      Matthew squinted down the interstate and saw a man dodging between cars. “Tommy, if you can hear me, say something!” the man shouted.

      “Don’t even think about it, Matthew,” David snapped, all semblance of reconciliation evaporating. “You know what happened last time. Lots of people are trying to take advantage of each other. This looks too…” David waved his hand around, “hysterical.”

      “Or he’s lost someone.” Matthew rounded on David, already feeling the fight bubbling to the surface between them. “If something had happened to Kathleen or the kids or god forbid, you, I’d be the same way.”

      “Might be a trap,” David answered.

      “Sometimes, Dad, I don’t even know you.” Matthew turned back to the man and began moving through the cars toward the younger man still shouting for Tommy.

      “Hey!” Matthew waved at the stranger “Are you all right?”

      The shouting man stopped, considering, and then beelined for Matthew with a short wave back. “I’m looking for my son,” he said, coming closer to Matthew. The man wore a striped button-up shirt and dark-washed jeans, as if he were heading to a low-key event. “He’s seven. I left him sleeping in our car to try to clear a path for us to get out of here, but it’s like he’s suddenly disappeared. I can’t find my way back. I can’t believe I lost my car. I can’t believe I lost my son.”

      “All the cars start to look the same after a while, don’t they?” Matthew said. “Don’t worry, I’ll help you find your son. What does he look like?”

      “He’s probably still in our car. It’s a VW Beetle, bright white, I just had the thing cleaned. I can’t believe I left him in the car, but he was fast asleep. My wife is going to kill me if I’ve lost him.” The man’s eyes filled with tears, and a look of devastation crossed his face.

      “It’s okay. We’ll find him. I’m Matthew and that grump over there is my father, David.”

      “Thank you so much for helping me. I’m Shane. My boy’s name is Tommy. He’s got black hair and is wearing a shirt with turtles on it.”

      “Hang on.” Matthew paused, something clicking in his brain. “Is your car running? Most of the vehicles here are dead.”

      “Yeah, it’s the weirdest thing. My car’s old, like the vintage ’70s kind, not one of those newer Beetles, that I inherited when my dad passed. We were driving to visit my brother when everything just…stopped. It was like all the cars coasted and came to a halt. I thought there was an accident or something, you know? Then no one moved for an hour, and I got out and people said they couldn’t start their cars at all. Mine still ran, but I was blocked by everyone else. There was no room to maneuver around and out. There must be something to say for older designs, right?”

      Matthew smiled at Shane. “Yeah, no kidding. We just came from Madison. My car died too.”

      “And then I was stupid enough to leave Tommy in the car to try and get us out of the deadlock. I can’t believe how idiotic that was.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Every father makes mistakes. We’ll find him.” Matthew raised a hand and ushered David over. David’s shoulders slumped, as if fed up with Matthew’s antics, but he ambled over and shook hands with Shane.

      “Where do you think your car is?” David asked.

      Shane pointed back the way they’d come. “Somewhere up there. White VW Bug.”

      David sighed as both he and Shane began picking their way across the line of cars. Matthew spotted a tall SUV and walked over to it. Finding the big vehicle empty, he scrambled up on a Camry next to it and then leap-frogged onto the SUV’s hood. The metal made a soft indentation sound from holding Matthew’s weight. “Sorry,” he said to the vehicle, and added another apology for good measure for the owners. The metal felt hot to the touch, but Matthew managed to climb the SUV’s roof to survey the interstate, like a ship captain looking over the endless expanse of ocean. Shading his eyes with his hand, he peered in every direction.

      It was like he thought. In the direction of Galena, stalled cars filled the road as the interstate cut into the horizon. Shapes that he assumed were people looked like tiny black ants moving off the exits, seeking some kind of shelter in the meager shops lining the highway. Worry curdled Matthew’s stomach, but he couldn’t let the Galena pathway distract him. A man had lost his son. He turned back around to face the way they’d come from, and studied the cars, searching for a glimpse of white.

      He attempted to name the cars he did see, moving from eggshell-white hatchbacks to beige sports cars to dirty-white vans, until he glimpsed a familiar dome-shaped roof wedged between a couple of tall trucks. “Dad!” Matthew shouted, and both Shane and his father looked back at him. Matthew pointed in the direction and snapped his fingers. “Couple of car rows down, looks like it’s surrounded by big trucks. I think I see it!”

      Shane jogged across the cars, glancing back to ensure he was still following Matthew’s directional finger, until a sound of joy filled the air. From his bird’s eye view, Matthew watched Shane dodge into the car and pull out a sleep-drunk child, holding him fast with cries of relief.

      Matthew clambered down from his perch and headed in the same direction. Relief filled him from head to toe, a sudden reaffirmation of the path he’d always tried to walk. When he caught up with them at the white Bug’s side, David gave him a soft smile of approval. Shane clasped Tommy close to his chest, holding him tightly. “Thank you so much, oh my god, thank you so much,” Shane repeated. Tears peppered his cheeks. Matthew peeked inside the Beetle to see the backseat littered with toys and blankets, and yes, many turtles.

      “No problem,” he said quietly, as Tommy wrapped his arms around Shane’s neck, holding on while Shane tried to control his crying. “I’m glad we could help.”

      “If you hadn’t been there, I could’ve been looking for who knows how long. Tommy could’ve gotten heat stroke, he might’ve been taken or something, I can’t even imagine. Seriously, thank you both so much.”

      Matthew nodded, and David uttered a stilted, “Of course.”

      Finally, Shane eased Tommy back inside the car. He stood up straight and gave Matthew and David a relieved smile.

      Hope bloomed in Matthew’s chest. This might have been a fortuitous meeting. “I don’t mean to sound rude,” Matthew started, “but would you be able to give us a ride? We’re heading towards Galena, and you’re the only working car we’ve seen for miles. We’d really like to get home.”

      Shane’s face fell into a guilty look. “I’m so sorry, but I’m heading in the opposite direction. I need to get back home to my wife. She’ll be worried sick. I was supposed to call her but my cell doesn’t have signal. Galena is…well, more than a couple hours out of my way, and I have less than a half-tank as it is.”

      David snorted softly and gave Matthew a pointed look. Matthew ignored David and plastered on a smile. “That’s all right. I understand. My wife is worried sick about us too.”

      “I feel awful. If we were heading in the same direction, I’d love to give you two a ride. For helping me. You have no idea how appreciative I am to have run into you both.”

      “It’s fine,” Matthew said, allowing his smile to turn genuine when Tommy peered out the window at them, soft with sleep and rubbing his eyes awake. “Dad?” Tommy asked, his voice small. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Shane said, wiping his eyes. “We’re heading back home.”

      “We aren’t seeing Uncle Cory?”

      “No can do, champ. We have to go home.”

      “Oh,” Tommy said, crestfallen, and then eyed Matthew and David. “I’m hungry.”

      Shane laughed like a long-suffering parent. “I know, bud. We’ll try and stop somewhere along the way.”

      Matthew slipped his pack off and rummaged inside, pulling out a couple of power bars. He presented them to Shane. “You might want to just head home. The rest of Madison is a mess. These should tide you over.”

      Shane stared at the offering with awe. Gently, he took the power bars from Matthew. “Thank you,” he said. “Really. You have no idea.”

      “Good luck,” Matthew said, suddenly feeling bashful and not knowing what else to say. “Be good for your dad, Tommy.”

      Tommy nodded in agreement. Shane handed him a power bar, and Tommy tore the packaging open with gusto. David waved goodbye, and together they turned around, heading back in the direction of Galena.

      “I can’t believe you gave away some of our provisions.” David shook his head and glanced behind him to see how far away they were from Shane and Tommy.

      Matthew sighed. He knew this was coming. “I couldn’t let a kid go hungry, Dad.”

      “You have a heart of gold, and there are enough people out there that would melt it down and sell it at a pawn shop.”

      “We helped reunite a father with his son,” Matthew pointed out. “What if we didn’t help them? He’d be frantic. His son would’ve woken thinking his father abandoned him. We did the right thing.”

      “Black and white,” David pointed out.

      “When it comes to a situation like that? Yeah, it is black and white. They would’ve helped us if they could’ve. Shane is a good man.”

      David shook his head again. “That was an anomaly. We should’ve saved our food. We’ll need it, especially since it appears like we’ll be walking all the way to Galena. This trip isn’t just a stroll in the park—we’re actually hiking home.”

      “I won’t let fear rule my life,” Matthew said, finally saying what lay in his heart.

      “You shouldn’t barge into people’s problems,” David said sharply, before saying in a softer tone, “If you help every person, dog, or cat that cries out in need, we’ll never get home. I don’t want to see those people crush you, Matt.”

      Matthew shook his head, knowing the discussion was hopeless. This would always be a point of contention, and he saw no point in trying to make David see a different side of the story. He kept his mouth shut and hefted his pack over his shoulder, ready for more miles of uncomfortable silence.
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      As his father’s silent treatment continued for the next few miles, Matthew sighed, already bored of the landscape, and wished for the umptieth time he had his favorite oldies tunes blasting through a car's speakers to make the time go by quicker. He took another sparse gulp of water, swished it around in his desert-dry mouth, and handed the bottle to David. David took the offering without a word and finished the last dregs. Already they were running low, even though they’d rationed well. They needed to restock and most likely take another break to relieve themselves. Matthew had kept his eye out for a rest stop for the last hour, searching for a good place to veer off course in search of a department store or even a gas station to replenish their stores.

      The tension between him and David had wavered and lessened with time. Matthew took a breath of relief. Despite their differences he had a good relationship with his father, but sometimes both of them were like stone walls: immovable.

      “Dad,” Matthew said, grateful to see the loom of a gas station sign up ahead, “we’re low on water and I need to take a break. How’s that gas station sound to you?” He pointed toward it.

      David squinted, his face pinched in thought. “You think it’s safe to leave the road?”

      Matthew wanted to shake his father, tell him everything in life didn’t have to be looked at with suspicion, but he held his tongue. There was no point in bringing up that sensitive subject again. “I don’t think we have a choice. We need water and more food for the journey. Might as well stop at someplace familiar instead of waiting until the city falls completely away, don’t you think? We won’t go far off the interstate. In and out.”

      David bit his lip but nodded in agreement. They angled toward the exit. Relief filled Matthew when he saw fast food restaurants sidled up next to the gas stations, but on closer inspection, many of the restaurants sported CLOSED signs taped to the door. The first gas station they passed had a similar indicator. Dark interior. Locked doors. David glanced at Matthew in alarm.

      “I know,” Matthew said to David’s silent worry. “You’d think these places would stay open, especially now.”

      “They don’t have anything to gain,” David said. “No power, no money. Can’t make a profit on kindness.”

      Matthew ignored him as they passed a second closed gas station. Wrappers and soda fountain drinks littered the side of the road, rustling in the light breeze. The smell of old hamburgers paired with the fresh prairie grass filled Matthew’s nose. As they approached the third gas station, which was in a similar state to the others, Matthew held his breath. He didn’t see a sign, despite the near abandoned ambiance of the shop, and he pushed gently on the door. It swung open with a ding from the bell above the door.

      Matthew eased in slowly, anticipation building in his stomach. He didn’t know what to expect. At this point, he could get a smiling couple happy to give him help or an employee leveling a shotgun at his face. Both sounded plausible.

      A young man, somewhat older than Allison, peeked out from behind the cash register. A blue vest covered his striped tee-shirt, and his black curly hair stuck up at all angles as if he’d been running his hands through it in anxiety. The young man held his hands up, as though he thought Matthew and David might be dangerous, and said in a shaky voice, “Welcome to the Zip-N-Quick, how can I help you?”

      Matthew offered him a comforting smile. “Don’t worry. We aren’t here to cause you any trouble. We’re here to get some water and food.”

      “Sure,” the young man said, his eyes darting from David to Matthew.

      “Listen,” Matthew leaned closer, reading the name on the young man’s nametag, “Troy. Can you tell me where the bottled water is?”

      Troy pointed toward the back of the store with a shaking finger. Matthew nodded and followed David. They pulled out a couple of plastic bottles, still somewhat cool, from the refrigerator cases. Signs with scribbled red marker on it indicated the water was priced higher than usual, but Matthew hoped Troy would give them a discount of some kind because no one would pay ten dollars for a water. He selected additional power bars, jerky, and chips from the shelves, noting they were also overpriced.

      Easing to the front, he put the bottles on the counter alongside the food. The remaining cash in his pockets was limp from his sweat, and he folded a ten and placed it on the counter. The small card-swipe machine at his elbow blinked a black “error” at him.

      “You’re the only gas station open around here, huh?” Matthew asked as Troy looked over his purchases. He handed Troy the ten. Troy didn’t blink, taking the money and barely looking at it. The cash register pinged open.

      “Yeah.” Troy sounded moody, as if he hated that fact. “My manager insisted I finish my shift, even though the machines are down. Can’t do much, can I? Just usher out irate customers and take what they’ll give me. People have been real jerks about the whole thing. My manager thinks we’ll break into the black because everyone will want to buy stuff, but honestly? No one carries cash anymore. I don’t even care what you’ve got, as long as you have some kind of green to pay with.” Troy seemed almost relieved to be able to talk about it.

      “Anyone have an idea of what’s going on?” David asked. “Our car died all the way back in Madison, and we’ve been on the road since.” He took the power bars off the counter and stuffed them in his pack. “Everyone seems in the dark.”

      “No idea.” Troy slid the water bottles closer to David, and David shuffled them into his pack as well. “Most people are simply pissed…sorry, angry about their cars not starting. I mean, how am I supposed to get home? I can’t even call my mom to pick me up. I don’t even know if I have to work tomorrow. No one has any idea.”

      “It certainly is frustrating.” Matthew nodded in agreement with Troy. “Can I use your bathroom by any chance?”

      “Thank god that doesn’t run on electricity, right?” Troy gave Matthew a lopsided grin. “Outside, around the back. You are paying customers after all. My manager can suck it. Have at it.”

      The door pinged goodbye as Matthew pushed it open, holding it for David. They rounded the building where receipts caught on rough scrub brush waved at them. A low, heated voice crept through the quiet of the outside, and Matthew paused, holding a hand out to stop David from going further. As they walked closer, he could distinguish the voice as female, spouting a series of enraged curses. Peeking around the corner, Matthew watched a young woman yanking on the back door of the store right next to the bathroom, one labeled Employees Only. A fringed jean jacket covered her petite form, something vintage and second-hand. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she pried at the backdoor with a vehemence.

      “Come on, you stupid, stupid door—”

      “Uh,” David said, looking around Matthew, “what are you doing?”

      The woman whipped around and stared at them with narrowed eyes, her cheeks reddening in shame at being caught. She looked older than Allison, but by the rips in her jeans and the scuffed boots, it seemed as if she’d been on her own for a while now. The woman swallowed hard, her eyes darting between David and Matthew nervously.

      “Staying away from you two, that’s what I’m doing,” she said. “What are you doing, sneaking up on me like that?”

      “We had to use the bathroom.” Matthew pointed at the other set of doors next to hers with a sign saying Paying Customers Only taped to the front of the unisex symbol.

      “Oh.” The woman pushed stray bangs off her forehead. Matthew put his hands up—the woman was skittish like a deer or a stray cat left out too long on its own—and she gave him a suspicious once over.

      “What do you want?” she demanded, hostility hot in her tone. “You can’t take anything from me, I don’t have anything to give. So don’t think about pulling a knife on me or something.”

      Matthew couldn’t help his horrified look. “We wouldn’t do anything of the kind.”

      She pulled on the cuffs of her coat and shifted awkwardly. Matthew’s heart twinged at the gaunt look of her, the too-sharp jaw as if she’d been living on less for a long time. He held out one of the power bars that David hadn’t shoved in his pack. “You look hungry. Do you want something to eat?”

      Her green eyes shifted between his face and the brightly colored wrapping, her brow furrowing into a concentrated look. She took a hesitant step toward him and snatched the bar out of his hand, as if he might grab for her if she got too close.

      “What’s your name?” Matthew asked quietly. The girl looked like she was alone without two pennies to rub together.

      “Jade,” she said, unwrapping the bar and taking a huge bite. Matthew watched her devour the thing in three mouthfuls.

      “Are you by yourself?” David chimed in, sidling up next to Matthew.

      “Yeah,” Jade continued. She wiped her mouth and sucked the melted chocolate off her thumb. “My mom kicked me out after a fight not too long ago, and I’ve been on my own ever since. Better that way. I would’ve split anyway. Not on good terms, her and me.”

      “Today has been crazy, hasn’t it?” Matthew said, wondering at the nonchalant way she mentioned her mother, about being alone in a world that had gone upside down.

      “Wild,” she said, giving him a small genuine smile. “The power is out all over. Everything is wrong. People have been wandering around like chickens with their heads cut off. It’s like they have no idea what to do when they don’t have their cars.” She chuckled and then immediately ducked her head, looking at the ground as if ready to be admonished for laughing at the misfortune of others. “I helped a couple people find their way to the right road, but man, they most likely have gotten lost again, bet you ten bucks.”

      David huffed. “I believe it. You should’ve seen the things we’ve encountered coming from Madison.”

      “You guys seem smart,” Jade said. “Not lost at all. Where you headed?”

      “Galena,” Matthew said. “Still have quite a way to go, but hopefully the power will kick back on before that and we can hitch a ride.”

      “Unlikely,” Jade said and then looked abashed at her sudden confidence. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant, I’ve been hitchhiking and doing odd jobs around this area for a while now. People aren’t too nice when it comes to asking for help.”

      “Not a lot of good people in general,” David noted, warmth in his voice, and Jade laughed in agreement. “It feels as if the power is out over the whole country. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if it were,” David finished.

      Matthew rolled his eyes internally. He wanted to turn on his father for his negativity, point out that Jade didn’t partake in his cynicism, when Jade nodded along, saying, “Totally. I believe we’re in it for the long haul. Whatever it is. This whole outage isn’t an anomaly or an accident. It feels real. Something that will last. Not like that power bar you gave me.” She chuckled at her own joke. Matthew returned her grin out of habit and felt his heart warm. Jade seemed like a lost soul with a hearty attitude. Maybe they’d been put in her path by fate to help her out.

      “I don’t know about you,” David said, edging past Matthew. “But this old man needs a moment.” He opened the unisex bathroom door and shut it slowly, calling out from behind the closed door. “Don’t you dare listen, you two.”

      Jade threw her head back and laughed. The rest of the tension eased away as Matthew joined in, as if the three of them were companions on the same road, newfound friends in a time of crisis.
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      After Matthew took his turn in the restroom, he emerged to see David and Jade sitting propped against the gas station’s wall in the shade, deep in conversation. David’s furrowed brow paired with his circling hands tipped Matthew off that he was in mid-explanation. Jade leaned in close, nodding as if in agreement, fingering the fringe of her jacket. Matthew approached with purpose, shoving his hands into his pockets, and listened intently as David’s voice filtered to his ears.

      “…the EMP interferes with everything electrical, which is why I think the cars are fried.” David pointed over his shoulder at the stranded herd of vehicles.

      “Why are the cars fried, Dad?” Matthew asked. “I’m surprised I haven’t heard this theory yet.”

      David glared up at Matthew, and Matthew responded with an open, innocent expression.

      “David was telling me about electromagnetic pulses,” Jade supplied. “EMPs. I didn’t know much about them.”

      “I don’t either, actually,” Matthew said and gave David a pointed look. “I’d love to learn more.”

      “Well,” David huffed, eyes sliding away from Matthew. “An EMP—”

      “—is an electromagnetic pulse,” Matthew cut in.

      “Yes. Do you want to repeat it one more time to remember?”

      “Nope.” Matthew tapped his temple. “I think I’ll remember it this time.”

      Jade stifled a laugh. David uttered an irritated sigh and continued. “There are two types: natural and manmade.”

      “Like most things,” Matthew said.

      “Would you like to explain what they are, Matthew? Sounds like you have quite the background in them.”

      “Nope. Carry on.”

      David called Matthew an unkind name under his breath. “As I was saying, there are two types of EMPs. Generally, the natural variety comes from solar flares. Solar flares are actually great bursts of energy that shoot charged particles into space. Since we’re so far away from the sun, we don’t usually feel the effects, but once in a while, the flares can be so strong that they disrupt Earth’s magnetic field. Historically, one occurred in 1859 called the Carrington Event. A massive solar flare hit Earth, that had observable effects from China to Europe to the poles. It didn’t cause many problems, but then again, 1859 wasn’t as dependent on electricity as we are now.”

      “So the EMP is like throwing a rock into a pond,” Jade explained.

      “Somewhat. This burst of energy can essentially fry electronics. You’ve seen a transformer blow, right?”

      Matthew nodded, somewhat taken aback at David’s knowledge in the subject and miffed David hadn’t talked this openly about it in the first place. Then again, Matthew probably would have made fun of him, but that wasn’t the point.

      Jade shook her head in negation. David bit his lip, looking for a new example. “You’ve felt static electricity though, right? Gotten a shock before?”

      “Oh yeah,” Jade said. “I shocked my front tooth on a dare once and oh god, it hurt so bad.”

      “Okay, so think of the shock as the EMP and your skin or,” he paused, “tooth as the earth. The EMP is a powerful force that doesn’t last long, like the static shock, but it leaves your skin tingling. It surprises you because it's an overwhelming release of energy. It makes you jump. The EMP is like that. It overwhelms the electrical wires that make up our whole civilization—the skin of our modern society—until the wires become so oversaturated that they explode and stop working. Which leaves your car electronics fried. Your power stops working. Your banks, your phones, everything. Ka-put.”

      “Like a busted transformer,” Matthew said under his breath, thinking of seeing one shoot sparks on his street when he and Kathleen first moved in together, how the lights in their apartment had flickered and gone out until the electric company showed up to fix it.

      “So what about the manmade ones?” Jade asked.

      “To me, that’s the scarier proposition,” David admitted. “The use of a manmade EMP would, most likely, be an act of war. A nuclear bomb would be shot at us, but instead of it landing in one place and exploding—like creating a crater or trying to take out a city—it could be detonated above the country and have the same impact as a solar flare. Same big area of impact. The particles would affect the Earth’s magnetic field over that particular country and wipe out technology as we know it.”

      “How do you know so much about this stuff, Dad?” Matthew interjected. He’d never heard of an EMP, much less its uses as a weapon. How did David, who called Tumblr the Tumbles, know this much about EMPs? His father—the guy who deliberately forgot his heart medication because he wanted to be tough—how did he know about nuclear weapons?

      “I was in the Army, Matt,” David said as if miffed. “This was a real concern back in my day. It posed a threat to national security. Those e-bombs could take out advancing technology and shift us back to the 18th century.” He looked around. “It might have already.”

      “No way.” Matthew shook his head. “If that was a possibility—a real possibility—we would’ve been warned. The government would’ve issued an announcement that we were under attack from a foreign nation. Hell, NASA would’ve been putting out data and papers about an oncoming solar flare. There’s no way we wouldn’t have seen this coming.”

      Jade looked up at Matthew, distress written across her features. She pulled her legs up against her chest, as if to make herself as small as possible. Her lower lip trembled.

      “Not likely,” David said. “Telling the country an attack like that was imminent would incite a mass panic. People would be looting and causing chaos instead of wandering around, figuring the power would come back on. If people were told to prepare for something like that, it would cause everyone to become overwhelmed, and you’d most likely have more people hurt or harmed as a result. You’ve seen the people we’ve run across. Many haven’t been that compassionate.”

      “You sound like this is doomsday,” Matthew said.

      “I’m saying doomsday is a possibility. One that makes sense with our current situation. The United States never implemented infrastructure back-ups in case of an EMP attack. Not only would our technology be shifted back to the Victorian era, we would be at an even greater disadvantage in our attempts to remember how to survive and thrive in those conditions. We aren’t prepared for it. Dealing with the ignorant fallout of our nation would be far easier than warning everyone that it was coming.” David spread his hands. “When I was in the Army, I never heard if our country had developed an e-bomb, but it was rumored that other countries did. We talked about what we would do, but it was low priority. Who’s to say that’s not what’s happening right now?”

      “But which one is it?” Jade asked softly, a bright sheen of tears coating her green eyes. “Are we under attack? Or is it a natural disaster?”

      “At this point, it’s hard to tell.” David shrugged.

      Matthew’s mouth went dry. He never thought of it that way—that this event could be just as catastrophic as a hurricane or a terrorist attack. The miles between him and his wife and children suddenly seemed daunting. He began to spiral, thinking of how they would get back home, how would they pay their bills if the banks were out, how would they find food if shipments couldn’t get into the States and truck the food across the nation, how would they survive in general? More importantly, how long would it last? If they didn’t have backup systems in place and everything that relied on electricity was wiped out…it could be a very long time.

      He knew little about the past. What he recalled from history about the 18th century was an industrial revolution where child-workers got their hands caught in unreliable factory accidents. That air and water pollution were real concerns. Sweat beaded on his brow. No. He couldn’t fall into a black hole of what-ifs. America’s weakness of relying on technology and modernity might be its undoing, but Matthew needed to stay focused on the here and now. Otherwise he’d fall into a deep depression. He’d go insane wondering about the fate of his family.

      “It’s okay,” David said, drawing his arm around Jade and pulling her into a one-armed hug. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Sometimes I can be too realistic and that leaves little room for empathy.”

      Jade uttered a soft sob and gripped David’s arm for reassurance. Matthew took in a deep breath, studying Jade’s petite frame, wondering how the young woman would survive on her own. He knew she could—but what if Cheese and Chris had found her? What if she ran into a group of people who meant her harm? She looked so fragile and lost. A thought began to form in the back of his mind, and he decided to take the risk, see what she thought of it.

      “Where are you heading, Jade?” Matthew asked softly, wondering if giving her provisions to help her on her way would even be enough. He had to hope there were still good people out there who would go out of their way to offer aid to those in need. If it was Allison out there alone, he hoped someone would do the same for her.

      Jade pulled back from David with a watery smile. “Sorry. It’s all so overwhelming.” She looked up at Matthew. “I’m not going anywhere specific. I’m just drifting. Finding temporary work here and there just to make ends meet. My mother and I…well, we aren’t speaking at the moment. She kicked me out. I’m…well, I’m alone.”

      She turned big doe eyes on Matthew, and his heart twisted for her. He asked, “But you’ve been traveling a lot, then, sounds like. You know the roads and towns around here pretty well?” David furrowed his brow up at Matthew, but Matthew knew David wouldn’t be upset at him for offering help to Jade—after all, she wasn’t going to hurt them. He had his arm wrapped around her like he'd already taken her under his wing.

      Jade nodded and wiped her eyes. “Yeah, I know the towns along the interstate, I even know some of the people in the area. Not great friends by any means, mainly acquaintances, but I can get along. I know you guys have places you need to be. You don’t need to stick around on my account.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean it like we wanted to leave you,” Matthew said. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I just think it would be great if we could stick together for a while and help each other out. David and I haven’t traveled on foot before and would love to utilize your familiarity with the area to get back to Galena. We own a small hotel around there. If you wanted, you could stay at the hotel for as long as you needed. As a thank you for helping us.”

      “Oh,” Jade said, looking lost.

      “I didn’t mean that to sound weird,” Matthew fumbled. “I just meant that if you’re on your own, the hotel is a safe place to wait for whatever is happening to settle down. You’re more than welcome to stay with us if you’d like.”

      He was sure she was going to say no. They barely knew each other, and he didn’t want his offer to seem unsafe—a young woman asked to accompany two older men to a hotel in the mountains all in the name of safety? Sounded like a horror-thriller plot. He wished he could go back in time and rephrase everything better, handle the situation better than he just did.

      But Jade’s suspicious, lost appearance melted away. Matthew felt she was sizing him up with the calculating gaze of a cat, trying to figure out his motivations. A smile spread across her lips, and while tears still shone in her eyes, she looked almost relieved at Matthew’s offer. “That would be really nice, actually,” she said. “I’d love to join you guys. Galena, here we come!”
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      The prison loomed behind Kathleen along with her SUV—that stupid hunk of metal that refused to start. She couldn’t figure out why, but after waiting and trying and waiting some more, she decided action had to be taken. Both her and Allison’s phones were dead. She couldn’t figure out why they didn’t have signal, but she couldn’t reach anyone. The idea of heading back into the prison filled her with dread, but once she saw other people stranded like she was, she didn’t feel so alone. At least they were in downtown Chicago. So as she and Allison left the parking lot on foot, she knew they’d be able to find help.

      That’s what she’d thought. Instead, they’d waited uselessly around bus stops and subway stops, tried to hail taxis, all with mounting fear that nothing was working. Cars piled up in the streets. Electricity had been cut for miles. No one knew what to do. But over the last few hours, Kathleen's panic had downgraded to calm acceptance. Problems became obstacles, and as a math teacher, she always knew how to solve for X. After everything, Kathleen stormed into a bicycle shop with Allison in tow, prepared to purchase two bikes to get them home to Galena.

      The upcoming trip filled her with dread, but she was fit and Allison was young, and people biked cross-country all the time. So what if no one could use their phones. What did it matter if every mode of reliable transportation had been wiped out. This was fine. It was fine. It was.

      “I don’t see why we can’t walk to check on my friends,” Allison grumbled. “Kaycee is literally fifteen minutes away. And Lynn is in mid-town, I bet we would get signal there. Biking is a complete waste of time and money. What’s the point when we won’t even need them later? Seriously, Mom.”

      Kathleen picked out a hybrid bike with gears and sized it up to Allison who crossed her arms.

      “Mom, did you hear me? I’m talking to you. Mom. Mom!”

      “Allison, what will Kaycee and Lynn be able to help us with? You can’t call them, we don’t even know if they’re home, and I’d rather not wander all over Chicago just so you can see your friends.”

      “You said I’d be able to see them today.”

      “Yes, I did. But I did not expect us to almost get stuck in a prison riot or to have our car die, or to be biking back to Galena because the whole of Chicago is out of power. I think those supersede any promise I made so you can talk with Kaycee about the latest trend in Snapchat.”

      “I can’t even get on Snapchat so how would you know? You’re like Grandpa sometimes.”

      “Hold this.” Kathleen shoved the hybrid at Allison. Allison paused, almost refusing to take the bike, but then grabbed the handles. Kathleen straddled a silver mountain bike for herself, flipped the gears. Next to her, a couple frantically filled a backpack with energy bars. Down the way, she heard shouting as another customer demanded to know why the store was out of refillable water bottles. The industrial ceiling lights were off. “Good enough,” Kathleen said and pointed to the front of the store like directing a plane to land.

      “This is so stupid!” Allison said, yanking the bike to the front. The line was long, and as they waited, Allison tumbled from outspoken indignation to seething, silent rage. The cashier frantically copied down credit card numbers, refusing certain purchases over a specific limit to the outraged grumble of others. As soon as they got to the front, Kathleen slapped all the cash she had on hand down and put the rest on her credit card. Allison glared at her openly. The cashier wrote Kathleen out a receipt, eyes darting between her and Allison, wisely keeping her chirping greeting to a minimum.

      Outside, a warm breeze brushed against Kathleen’s face. She hopped on her bike, waiting for Allison to follow. Allison stared at her and finally said, “I’m not going with you. I’m going to see Kaycee.”

      “Allison, listen. I’m not letting you head out on your own with everything that’s going on. I know you’re upset, but we aren’t going to stay in the city. We need to backtrack and head home. This is the best solution.”

      “You can go, then. I’m staying.”

      “Listen to me, young lady.” Kathleen could feel anger bubbling inside of her ready to catch and flare. “You are acting like a child, and until you are out of my house you will obey me, do you understand?”

      Allison swallowed hard. “I don’t want to.”

      “You don’t have a choice. In a year, you’ll be on your own and can do whatever you want. But right now? I make the rules. And I’m not going to have you wandering the streets of Chicago so you can paint your nails with Kyleen or Kristy or whatever her name is. I get that you’re mad, but you do not want to push me.”

      For a moment, Kathleen didn’t think Allison would listen to her. Finally, Allison huffed and slammed her leg over her bike, glowering at Kathleen. Kathleen shook, her victory hollow. She didn’t like having to be so mean to Allison. The two of them rarely fought, so having to pull out her big mom-guns was something she didn’t like to do. Allison could be angry—she understood Allison’s disappointment, and she never wanted her children to feel like their feelings weren’t valid—but there was a level of maturity that hadn’t been reached yet. Kathleen wasn’t going to stand for a teenage tantrum because Allison didn’t get what she wanted.

      The fear in Kathleen’s belly amplified as they took off down the street, the sound of their tires smooth against the concrete. All she wanted was to go home and see Matthew, but she couldn’t. Not yet. She had one more stop to make before they could pedal home.
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      The warehouse was on a lot of derelict land, the building near collapse with flaking paint and a crumbling door. The surrounding neighborhood was in a similar state. Even so, a marquee indicated that the warehouse was occupied by a range of businesses. Kathleen had barely worked up a sweat on the ride to the building, even though it had been a silent journey. Allison punished her with one mind-trip of a silent treatment, but Kathleen didn’t care. She almost relished the silence instead of the constant whining about how she’d betrayed her daughter’s trust by not letting her see Kelsey. Kylie. Ugh, Matthew would’ve remembered what Allison’s friend was named.

      Maybe she was becoming like David.

      Dismounting her bike, she walked up to the building with trepidation. “I’m going to use the bathroom real quick.”

      Allison cocked an eyebrow in disbelief. “In there? It’s abandoned.”

      “There’s a business. Look.” Kathleen pointed to the faded white paint on the front that said Levi’s Warehouse.

      “That’s what you’re going with?” Allison shook her head. “Unbelievable.”

      “Yeah,” Kathleen said, handing the bike to Allison to hold. “Be right back.”

      “Whatever,” Allison said, waving her hand in dismissal.

      Silence surrounded Kathleen as she entered the building. Dust filtered down from the rafters, disturbed after she’d shut the door hard behind her. Shuttered doors faced her on either side, along with a directory, indicating where each business was housed. While the place appeared to be downtrodden and broken, it was huge. Kathleen had to admit that Chicago was an expensive place. It made sense that businesses would take a risk on a low-grade rental like this to start out.

      A set of stairs looped up to a second level. A set of metal-backed chairs stood off to the side in a makeshift reception area. A piece of old cabinetry had been nailed into the wall, covered in oil and wood chips, but what caught her eye wasn’t that the piece must have been an antique, but a red and white sticker plastered on one of the cabinet doors that read, “Virginia is for Lovers.”

      She couldn’t help it. She laughed out loud.

      Max, you stupid brilliant idiot. She remembered him whispering it to her in the prison, recalled an older memory of a childhood trip out east to Virginia to visit semi-estranged family members. The sticker-ad had been everywhere, and Max had thought it hilarious—saying it at the end of every conversation as if it were a lewd joke. Her aunt had pulled Max aside and explained the history of the sticker, that it wasn't just a joke, and it was one of the first times she remembered seeing Max take something seriously. Chastened, he’d left to walk the beach alone, but Kathleen had followed him and found him standing knee-deep in the ocean. His usual flashy winks were replaced with a pensive look. She'd bumped his shoulder, told him to chill out. He put his arms around her in a hug and said, “I promise I have more substance to me than you think.” In that moment, Kathleen discovered her younger brother was so much more than she'd realized. A lesson she kept learning.

      “Virginia is for Lovers,” she said quietly and pulled the sticker-coated cabinet door open. Inside, nestled a nylon bag. Dust flew into her face as she dislodged it. Zipping it open, she ruffled through a change of clothes, tennis shoes, a plastic bag with rolls of money and passports. She dug in further and gasped as her hand slid over familiar smooth metal. A handgun. She pulled it out, let her hand get used to the weight.

      A .45, and similar to the one her father used to own. He’d taken them out shooting at the range when Kathleen was young. Max had loved the rush of shooting. She hesitated, unsure what to do with the weapon—where was it registered? If she got caught with it, she’d be in deep trouble. Wasn’t there supposed to be a bar code? What if this was…she didn’t know, mob-bought? Illegal without the serial number? Oh god, why was she still holding it, especially when she knew she was going to leave it behind.

      The sudden rumble of a car engine just outside the shop made Kathleen start, and she shoved the goods back into the nylon bag. Her heart filled her throat. Hearing a car engine was unusual at this point, and she hoped Allison had flagged them down, asked for a ride somewhere—

      “Mom!” Allison's panicked voice cut through Kathleen's thoughts. “Mom!”

      Before she knew it, Kathleen catapulted toward the exit at high speed. She burst through the broken door and saw an old beige truck spewing diesel in black clouds from its exhaust pipe. A group of young men surrounded Allison, all baby-faced with patchy beards of the recently graduated. Kathleen’s bike was suspended between Allison’s white-knuckled hands and one of the young men in a tug of war. The young man wore a sloppy grin, as if he enjoyed getting a rise out of Kathleen’s daughter.

      Kathleen thought the fuel that would explode her temper would be impatience or her daughter’s anger with her. She never expected her daughter’s safety to be the final match that would burn through her.

      “Hey!” Kathleen shouted, barreling towards the gaggle of men, fury a fire in the pit of her stomach. A thousand what-ifs ran through her mind, but front and foremost was the way she hadn’t been there for Max when he needed her. There was no way she’d let her only daughter be harassed by a group of boys in a truck, thinking they were hot stuff.

      The gun felt natural in her hands. She pointed it straight at the man-child who was yanking on the bike suspended between him and Allison. Oh, she was ready to give them the scare of their lives. Kathleen Riley would not be tormented. Kathleen Riley would not be terrorized. “Get your hands off my bike.” She leveled the gun.

      “Whoa, whoa, hold it right there, lady—”

      “Hey lady, put the gun down, we’re just having a bit of fun—”

      “What did I say?” she asked. “Are you listening to me? Put the bike down and get away from my daughter. What did I just say?”

      “To put the bike down, ma’am.” The man-child dropped Kathleen’s bike, and Allison gripped the handlebars, wheeled it behind Kathleen.

      “Do you think she even knows how to use that?” another young man, safely on the bed of the truck, uttered to his friend.

      Kathleen’s father echoed in the back of her mind: hold your stance, cup the gun with two hands, loosen your elbows for the recoil. Tensing leads to inaccuracies. “I will count to three. One.”

      The boys scrambled back, leaping over the truck like monkeys.

      “Two.”

      Beside her, she could feel Allison tremble with fear.

      “Three.”

      “Go, go, go!” One of the men in the back of the truck bed shouted, smacking the roof. The driver revved the engine and peeled out in a screech of hot rubber on pavement, spewing diesel that lingered in the street. Kathleen kept the gun up and level until the beige monstrosity had left her line of sight. Only then did she lower her weapon.

      “Oh my god, Mom.” Allison breathed out a sob.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Kathleen said, bringing her arms up and around Allison. Adrenaline whooshed out of her, and Kathleen thanked her lucky stars that the young men hadn’t pushed their luck, because the clip to the gun still remained in the nylon bag.
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      “I can’t believe you did that,” Allison sobbed, her face pressed against Kathleen’s neck. Kathleen held her daughter tight with one arm while the hand still clutching the gun began to shake. A hysterical laugh bubbled in her throat. I pointed a gun at someone. If she were able to time-travel back to meet with the frazzled math-teacher she’d been a few months ago, she’d tell her past self: Remember those stupid shooting lessons your father gave you? Well, sister, they’re going to come in handy. Her past self would never believe it. Never.

      Kathleen rubbed Allison’s shoulder and planted a kiss on the crown of her head. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. Don’t mess with a mother,” she said. Allison’s tearful laugh in response sounded both shocked and amused.

      Bending down, Kathleen rummaged in the nylon bag, finding both holster and clip, sliding the clip in place. She double-checked the safety was on before putting the buff-colored leather holster belt around her waist. Sliding the gun into the holster itself, she ensured the gun rested in the small of her back. There was no way she would be caught without protection again.

      Kathleen’s surroundings took on a new sinister quality as she studied the run-down buildings, the pot-hole roads, and the dirtied, broken windows. She saw threats around every corner and realized how ridiculous they looked: two women saddled with two mountain bikes in a bad part of Chicago. No wonder they’d been attacked. They probably looked like easy targets. In the distance, the dark skyscrapers looked like the bars of a jail cell.

      What if the men-children in the truck hadn’t backed down? What would Kathleen have done to protect Allison if she hadn’t had the gun? Shooting was not like riding a bike. If push came to shove and the gun had been loaded, she knew she wouldn’t have been able to pull the trigger for fear that she’d somehow hit Allison. She wasn’t a superhero, for goodness sake. She was Kathleen Riley, math teacher and new hotel owner.

      “What are we going to do now, Mom?” Allison asked in a small voice. “Should we try to knock on some doors and ask for help?”

      Who knew what other shady types lurked in the shadows? No one had come outside to see what had happened just now or to see if they were okay. Both she and Allison were too vulnerable, and it didn’t look like they’d be finding help here in any shape or form. If they went further into the city, they’d probably find more of the same: neighbors turning on neighbors, people thinking they could take advantage of others. “I don’t think so, honey. We need help, but not from anyone around here.”

      “Should we go further into the city to my friend’s house? Maybe their car works, or maybe they have a landline we could use to call Grandma and Patton.”

      “I’m sure your friends would be helpful, but I want to get out of the city, not go further into it.” Kathleen said as she pushed her braid behind her shoulder.

      “Then we’re just going to bike to Galena? We don’t have anything except for Uncle Max’s bag.” Allison looked scared and exasperated. “Mom, how are you not falling apart right now?”

      Kathleen gnawed at her lip. Ideas rolled around in her mind, all of them leading back to one person: Rhonda. She pulled her bike up and mounted it. “I always taught my students to solve for X. My X right now is getting us home or at least somewhere safe where we can re-evaluate everything. Chicago is great, but a lot of bad stuff still happens, and we aren’t in…well, a good area. Falling apart just isn’t in the equation right now.”

      Rhonda would know what to do. Rhonda would be able to help them.

      “Right.” Allison straightened, tilted her chin up. “Can’t solve the old pygathoreaum theorem with tears.”

      “Pythagorean.” Kathleen handed Allison her bike. “I know the fastest way anywhere is in a straight line, but we should make a pit stop.”

      “Where?” Allison asked as she hopped on her bike.

      “To see an old college friend of mine,” Kathleen said, flipping her brakes a couple of times, even as anxiety rushed through her. She might want to see Rhonda, but would Rhonda want to even see her again? “Her name is Rhonda.”

      “And why would we go see this mystery person? You’ve never mentioned her before,” Allison said as she pushed off the curb.

      Kathleen followed, hanging the nylon bag on her rubber handlebars to stall for time. Old hurts bubbled up in her chest, but she wasn’t a twenty-something young woman anymore. She was older and wiser. She could face what had happened between her and Rhonda, and acknowledge her part in driving a wedge between them. “We used to be roommates. She lives close to the city.” Or used to, anyway.

      “Okaaay,” Allison said slowly, shooting Kathleen a furrowed-brow look. They picked up the pace, scooting around stalled cars and zipping past buildings.

      Kathleen sighed. Okay, yes, she was being a little aloof and vague. “She’s a prepper.”

      “So like she has an underground bunker and a mountain of canned food in case of Y2K?” Allison scoffed. “C’mon, Mom. Doomsday people like that are nuts.”

      Kathleen squirmed on her bike seat. Allison sounded just like Matthew. He’d said something similar after she’d introduced Rhonda to him. “It’s not like she’s getting ready for the rapture or thinks the world is going to crash in flames. She’s simply prepared in case something happens. Like if something like this happens.”

      The roads widened, and Allison and Kathleen maneuvered around a couple of stalled cars, seeing that ahead of her lay even more vehicles that had died. Some people had their hoods popped open, peering at the engines. Up ahead, others asked for help and were met with derisive looks. Some were even shooed away by their neighbors as if they were bad dogs annoying people in a park. Kathleen watched it all with deep suspicion, hoping to get away from these strangers as fast as possible. The incident with the young men and the truck had rattled her, and she saw everyone around her as a threat.

      “I don’t think we need to hide underground just because the power has gone out,” Allison mumbled.

      “Allison, I don’t mean to sound harsh, but we were just attacked in the middle of the day. Those men”—ugh and she hated calling them men, they hadn’t earned that title— “tried to steal from us in broad daylight. That’s not normal. Everything that’s happening isn’t normal.”

      “People get robbed or shot or kidnapped all the time. This is Chicago. Some of my friends have been mugged before. What happened to us was wrong place, wrong time. You can’t think the worst of everyone because of one bad experience,” Allison countered, but her usual sulky tone didn’t come through. Kathleen relaxed, because this was an Allison she could debate and communicate with, a young woman who could stand her ground and have opinions, but at the same time listened to reason. Maybe she’d been doing an okay job at this whole parenting business.

      “But we wouldn’t have been in that situation to begin with,” Kathleen said. “Look around you. Cars aren’t working everywhere. People aren’t banding together to create a safe place for others who are stranded. Polite society isn’t functioning. We need to act and think as if we are in danger because we actually are. We don’t know who will try to take our bikes next. I think it’s a good idea to find Rhonda, talk with her, see if she has any insight. She may be willing to help us and she’s just outside the city.”

      “Sure she’ll help us. Right before she tries to convert us to some cult-religion or convince us we’re the last people alive and can only eat Spam for the rest of our days.”

      “That’s your father talking.”

      Allison went quiet. “Do you think Dad and Grandpa are okay?”

      That was another bomb of worry that sat in the dark recesses of Kathleen’s mind, ready to go off. If she worried and stressed about Matthew, she’d never be able to think straight. She’d lose sight of what she needed to do to keep Allison safe. Why did this have to happen now? Why couldn’t it have happened when we were all back at the hotel? “You know your father...” she began.

      “Yeah, I do. And him and Grandpa together?” Allison shook her head in mock concern. “They’re always getting into trouble.”

      Kathleen laughed. “I’m sure they’re fine. Grandpa’s a vet, he knows how to handle hard situations, and you know your father can talk his way out of anything.”

      At least Patton is at the hotel, Kathleen thought. Allison was her beloved eldest, but Patton was her baby, and he would’ve been scared by the men in the truck if he’d been with them. While Allison had a tender heart, she had some maturity. Or at least, was forming that maturity. For now, as the streets began to clog with cars and humans again, she thanked her lucky stars that Allison was like her shadow, weaving around those in their path with expertise. Kathleen wished they could pull away from the populated area. She actually began to wish for the open road.

      “Hey, pretty lady, hang on,” a man shouted, breaking from the dead engine of his Pontiac and jogging up alongside her bike. “How much for your bike?” he asked. “Hey, how much?”

      “Not for sale,” she said, turning her face away and focusing on the road ahead. Allison pulled up closer beside her. Tension radiated in the air.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you, slow down, hey I just want your bike!” His jog turned into a run, and Kathleen imagined him jamming a stick in her spokes, sending her sprawling on the pavement while he took her bike and left her bleeding without anything on the side of the road.

      “I said it’s not for sale. And I’m not pretty.” Kathleen pedaled faster, outstripping the man and weaving through another Tetris-puzzle of cars. Behind her, the man shouted something obscene that created a ball of anger inside her.

      Allison fell silent as Kathleen fumed, keeping up with Kathleen’s fast pace, before finally asking, “You really think this Rhonda woman can help us? She’s safe?”

      “If nothing else, she can give us some water and food for the rest of the ride home,” Kathleen answered. Mentally, she tallied up the miles. A hundred and eighty-eight to Galena. Then, the trek up the mountain. In a car, it would take a couple hours, but on a bike it would take well over twelve if they pedaled non-stop. While Kathleen liked to take walks and stay somewhat active, she was no long-distance biker, and the idea of riding west with no water or supplies made her nervous. “At the very least, I could ask to borrow a hat,” she added, trying to lighten the mood. “I’m getting freckles.”

      “Skin cancer is a real thing, Mom.”

      Kathleen snorted. “I’d rub baby oil on my legs to get a tan in the summer when I was your age.”

      “That’s what I’m saying! You’re susceptible to it. If this Rhonda has sunscreen, you will use it.”

      A small smile spread over Kathleen’s lips. “I promise, honey, I’m only doing what I think is best.”

      “I know, Mom.” Allison pedaled until she rode side by side with Kathleen, transformed from Kathleen’s shadow to an equal. “Let’s go find this prepper friend of yours.”
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      “So where do you come from originally?” Matthew asked Jade as they reached the top of the exit near the gas station and began to walk shoulder-to-shoulder along the interstate.

      Jade shrugged, ducking her head a bit, and sticking her hands in her jacket pockets. “Here and there,” she said. “It’s not a new story. I don’t really have a home at the moment. My mom and I didn’t get along, so I ended up striking out on my own. I’ve been doing odd jobs since and just traveling around trying to figure everything out.”

      “Do it when you’re young,” David said. “You don’t want to waste your life doing something you hate and figure that out too late.” He adjusted his backpack with a grimace.

      Matthew held his tongue. He wanted to ask if David needed a rest, but he knew his father would dismiss the idea because, to him, the rest at the gas station had been long enough.

      “Do you want me to hold your backpack for you?” Jade offered and held her hand out.

      “Oh no. That’s all right. I can manage,” David said.

      “Honestly, you’ll be doing me a favor,” Jade said. “Since you’re letting me stay at your hotel rent-free and all. I have to pull my weight some other way. Don’t make me beg.”

      David eyed Jade up and down as if waiting for the punchline. She stared at him, waiting. Matthew couldn’t help but think the interaction was like wolves circling each other and trying to decide if the other was a threat.

      Finally, David slipped his backpack off and handed it to her without a word. She grinned as she put it on, slumping forward for a moment in an overdone pretend stumble, as if the pack was far heavier than she’d expected. “Holy cow, you’ve been carrying this for how long?” she joked.

      David chuckled and Matthew stared at him for a moment, astounded. Somehow, this petite young woman had pried through David’s many-layered shell and gotten him to do something Matthew hadn’t been able to this whole time. Somehow, she’d gotten David to let her take care of him, and he didn’t even know her. Matthew didn’t want to jinx it, but secretly he wondered what it was about Jade that had charmed his father.

      As they continued on, Matthew decided to try and get to know Jade again. “Is there someone who will be worried about you that we should contact? Let them know you’re coming to Galena?”

      Jade shrugged again. “Not really. I’ve been on my own for a while. I’m like a Midwest nomad.”

      “Are you sure your mother won’t come looking for you?”

      Jade stuck both hands deep into her jacket pockets. “Probably not. I don’t like talking about her, honestly.”

      “Sorry,” Matthew said, knowing his apology sounded insincere.

      “It’s no big deal. What else is there to say? She didn’t like me and I don’t really like her, so we don’t talk. That’s all there is to it.”

      “Stop prying,” David said to Matthew under his breath. “Don’t make her uncomfortable.”

      Matthew sighed in irritation. This whole trip David had been on his case for trusting too easily, and yet here they were with a near-stranger as a traveling companion, and who was going to stay with them, he might add, and David was telling him to stop prying. It was downright ironic.

      “I’m not uncomfortable,” Jade said in a false whisper. “Some things are better left in the past is all. Plus, talking about family drama is always so boring. Our time would be much better spent playing a game.”

      “Oh really,” David said, sounding amused. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I spy with my little eye…” Jade said, “something blue.”

      “The sky,” Matthew said, looking up.

      “Nope!” Jade sounded entirely pleased with herself.

      “That sports car,” David said, pointing to an abandoned bright blue two-seater up ahead.

      “Nope! Try again.”

      David chose another object. The game continued. Matthew noticed that David hadn’t clutched his chest in a while. Jade’s ability to coax out David’s good humor made Matthew envious. Their easy back-and-forth banter was something he’d carefully cultivated with his father over the years, and yet somehow Jade had managed to accomplish it in seconds.

      “Is it Matthew’s baby-blue eyes?” David asked.

      “Yes, it is!” Jade said and batted her eyelashes in David’s direction. David laughed out loud.

      “How is that fair?” Matthew demanded. “I can’t see my own eyes!”

      “Not my fa-ault,” Jade said in a sing-song.

      “You’re a cheater,” Matthew said, even though he didn’t really mean it.

      As David spied something yellow, Matthew thought that perhaps it was a good thing Jade was able to get David to open up. She joked and teased him, and yet their banter was all fun and games without any bite. If he really considered it, she’d probably be a good addition to the Riley clan. Allison would love her vintage fashion style. She’d be great for Patton. He could already hear the two of them hanging out and watching old movies together. Kathleen might frown on Jade’s influence—he could already hear her asking, how did our children become best friends with a vagrant?—but he knew she’d come around. Ruth would take Jade under her wing immediately, especially when she saw how well the young woman got along with David. Even if Jade had a bad home life in the past, Matthew was positive she could find happiness, or even a new start, at the hotel with them.

      “Hello?” Jade asked, waving a hand in front of his face. “Are you even paying attention?”

      “Sorry,” Matthew said, shaking himself out of his inner thoughts. “What was the color?”

      “Purple,” David said.

      “I thought we were on yellow,” Matthew said.

      “That was forever ago,” Jade lamented. “The game isn’t that boring.”

      Matthew looked around wildly for something that color. Finally he spotted a bumper sticker, and when he pointed they both laughed at him as if in on some inside joke. That was it. He couldn’t let the two of them gang up on him.

      Soon enough, Matthew noticed that they’d fallen into an easy-going rhythm. David’s breathing came easier and they had to stop less and less. Matthew couldn’t deny that even if the world seemed to be ending, at least the companionship was good.

      Up ahead, they approached another exit with a small town clustered around it. He almost opened his mouth to ask if they wanted to stop and search for more supplies when Jade’s laughter abruptly ended. Matthew glanced at her to see she’d bitten her lower lip in concern. “What is it?” Matthew asked, following her line of sight. A dark shape hunched against the guardrail, looking the worse for wear.

      David slowed and squinted at the person. “Are they hurt?” he asked.

      “I’d say so,” Matthew said, noticing the way the person seemed to be relying on the rail for support. “We should see if they need any help.”

      “He’s got a heart of gold,” David said to Jade. Jade didn’t respond. Instead, she tightened her ponytail and then shoved her hands into her pockets again.

      As Matthew got closer, he identified the person as a young man, probably in his early twenties. His face had a pale, sweaty sheen to it as if he’d recently been ill. “Hi,” Matthew called out.

      The man lifted his head and gave Matthew a weak smile. “Hi yourself,” he said back.

      “Are you all right?” Matthew asked, coming to a stop near the man. “You don’t look well.”

      The man lifted his hand to shade his eyes, and he pushed his auburn hair off his forehead. “Not really, but I’ll be okay…” he trailed off. “Well, well, well. Jade, is that you?”

      “Hi, Dev,” Jade said quietly. She took a step away from David, as if she wanted to put some distance between them and herself. David raised his eyebrows at Matthew and Matthew gave a little shrug. Jade seemed to have an unhappy past. Perhaps Dev was part of it.

      “What kind of suckers decided to let you travel with them?” Dev asked, trying to stand up straight. His right arm was cradled against his chest and he hissed in pain as the slight movement jostled his elbow.

      “Very funny,” Jade said.

      Matthew noticed her tone had flattened and decided to try to be pleasant at the very least. He cleared his throat. “What did you do to your arm?”

      Dev winced. “I think I broke it.”

      “Why am I not surprised,” Jade said and crossed her arms.

      “Aw, don’t be like that, Jade,” Dev said and tried to give her a winning smile. “I was trying to get into the clinic for, ah, you know. Stuff.”

      “And I assume this clinic didn’t have the stuff you needed,” Jade said.

      “I don’t know,” Dev said, babying his arm. “I didn’t get the chance to look inside.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Matthew asked and crouched next to Dev. The arm looked swollen, and the way Dev babied it made Matthew believe Dev’s assumption was correct.

      “I tried to break a window,” Dev said sheepishly.

      “With your arm?” Jade asked.

      “It always works in the movies,” Dev said. “You know what I mean. You cock your elbow back and smash the window in. Only I think I smashed my arm, instead.”

      “How you and I lived together once is a mystery.” Jade shook her head in disbelief.

      “Aw, it wasn’t that bad. You’re the one that kept picking fights with our landlady.”

      “Our lease said she was supposed to include electricity and she never paid the bill. I didn’t like having the lights shut off on me.”

      “Since we were behind on the rent, I don’t think you had much ground to stand on.” Dev huffed in pain and pulled his arm closer to his chest.

      “I was looking out for you!” Jade shouted.

      “Well, if you want to make up for it, you can help me get back into that clinic to get some meds,” Dev finished. “The place has been abandoned for days and they have a ton of medicine in there.”

      “Why would you need to get into there in the first place?” David asked.

      “My grandmother is sick,” Dev said smoothly.

      David glowered at the young man.

      “What kind of clinic?” Jade asked.

      “Just an urgent care. They have a pharmacy in it, though. No one’s been there for forever. I usually don’t ask random people to help me break into a clinic,” Dev said with a tight smile, “but I’m in a lot of pain and then there’s my grandma to think of…”

      “Yes, your poor grandmother. I wonder when I’ll ever meet this woman you dote on so,” Jade said sarcastically, but then her face drew up in thought as she turned to Matthew. “You know, we could go check it out.”

      “Why?” David asked.

      “You need your medication, right? Maybe the clinic has your heart medicine,” Jade said.

      “But if no one’s there, how would we get it?” Matthew asked and felt incredibly naive when Jade’s face softened. “You’re saying we would break into the clinic,” Matthew finished.

      “Well, yeah,” Jade said. “Think about it. The clinic might have the medicine David needs. If we could get the pills he usually takes, it would make the trip to Galena a lot less stressful.”

      “I don’t like it,” David said. “I’m not stealing anything.”

      “It wouldn’t be stealing,” Jade said. “You’re in need. That’s what it’s there for. It’s not like you’re a junkie looking to score pills.”

      Dev cleared his throat but then let out a soft gasp as he jostled his arm. “I can show you where it’s at. We could try to get inside and get whatever you need. I mean, pharmacies are there to help people. What kind of help is it when they’re locking up everyone’s meds?”

      Jade fixed Matthew with a steady stare. “This would be our best chance to get David his medication. You won’t be finding another clinic like this and while Dev is…well Dev, he’s not that bad of a guy.”

      “I’m a great guy,” Dev said.

      “A dumb guy,” Jade countered.

      Matthew hesitated. He wanted to give in and follow Jade to the clinic. If they had David’s medicine, he could stop worrying so much that he was pushing David too far too fast. Having the correct medication would be a relief and put his mind at ease. He wouldn’t have to watch David like a hawk anymore.

      But at the same time, it was still breaking and entering and on top of that, stealing. Some serious crimes, for sure. “I don’t know,” he said slowly.

      “There aren’t any cameras,” Dev said, looking excited. He staggered fully to his feet. “All the electricity has been cut, so the alarms are off. The only thing we have to get through are the locked doors. This time, I’ll use a rock or something.”

      “I don’t know about this, Matt,” David said softly.

      Matthew felt on the fence himself.

      “What happens if you don’t get the medicine?” Jade asked as if sensing Matthew’s indecision. “Like really, what’s the worst-case scenario?”

      “I have another heart attack,” David said quietly.

      “Which is more likely if you strain yourself,” Matthew said. “We’re putting you at risk doing all this exertion.”

      “If we’re going to get back to Galena, we need the medicine,” Jade said in a matter of fact tone.

      “We should do it,” Matthew said, warming to the idea. He turned to David. “We have to, Dad.”

      David took in a deep breath and nodded. “All right.”

      “Awesome,” Dev said. “It’s not far. We’ll be in and out. Nothing is gonna happen except that we’ll take exactly what we need. It’s awful how they restrict it, you know?”

      “If you say so,” Matthew said. “Lead the way.”

      Dev lurched towards the exit, his arm still tight against his chest. They followed him down the exit. Then Dev veered down a side street lined with small businesses. As they walked anxiety filled Matthew. He hadn’t considered how far this clinic might be from the interstate. He hoped it wouldn’t take long to get there. He didn’t want to be in a new, strange place far from where they needed to be heading.

      At some point, David nudged Jade and broke the silence. “Was Dev an old boyfriend of yours?”

      “Something like that,” Jade said with a forced grin, but she didn’t elaborate.

      “Well, you’re too good for him,” David grumbled.

      Jade’s smile softened. “Thanks, David.”

      “It’s just up here,” Dev said, pointing to a white-painted building sitting next to a long brick warehouse that looked like a center for offices. A red and blue sign above the door stated the clinic was called Caring For All, but as they got closer, Matthew saw the darkened windows had already been smashed in. Someone had clearly beat them to the punch.

      “Aw, man,” Dev whined. Walking closer, he peered inside and then stepped over the jagged rim of broken glass to disappear inside.

      Matthew paused before the window. He looked back at Jade and David, unsure if they should come with or stay outside.

      “Maybe I’ll come with you,” Jade said to Matthew. “David, do you think it’s a good idea to be our lookout?”

      “Of course,” David said. “I don’t like this, though. You don’t know who could be inside there.”

      “They’ll get Dev first,” Jade said with a wink and stepped over the glass and into the clinic.

      Matthew sighed and followed. They’d come all this way, after all. He wasn’t about to be deterred by a couple broken windows. Following Jade, he eased over the broken glass and into the clinic’s lobby. Guest magazines had been scattered over the floor. A side table and plush chair had been overturned. He picked his way over to the counter and followed Jade through the side door to the connected pharmacy.

      The place had been ransacked. Most of the shelves were empty. Dev muttered under his breath, going through a cabinet as if looking for something specific. Jade walked around the shelves ahead of Matthew and Matthew picked up a white bag that had fallen to the ground. Picking it up, he peered at the label stapled to the top.

      Harrison, Karen. The dosage was one every four hours for some medication he’d never heard of before.

      His heart sank. The white bag crunched as his hands tightened around it. The clinic wasn’t just a factory full of pills like Dev had made it out to be, and Matthew felt ashamed of himself. He knew better. Of course he knew better. The medications here were for parents or even grandparents, all waiting to be picked up until someone came in here and stole them all. Stole them like Matthew had planned on doing.

      “Everything’s gone!” Dev snarled. In anger, he pushed a stack of papers off a small desk. They skidded across the floor with a soft whoosh.

      Jade scoffed. “Figures. I should’ve known better.” She opened up a drawer in the desk, but it was empty. Her hands went back into her pockets and she shrugged and looked at Matthew as if waiting on him to let them leave.

      Matthew placed the bag for Karen Harrison up high on an empty shelf. Hopefully, if she came looking, she’d be able to find her medication easily. “Should we wait for him?” he asked, looking at Dev who was still rooting through the pharmacy’s empty shelves as if something might be there.

      Jade paused for a moment. “Nah. We should get back on the road. This was a dumb idea.”

      It was, Matthew thought. It really was. Looking back on it, he was somewhat aghast that he’d gone along with Jade’s plan from the start. He knew better, but his fear for his father had clouded his judgement.

      David gave him a grim look when they emerged from the clinic, and his face darkened even more when Matthew shook his head in negation. “All cleaned out,” he said.

      “Well, it was worth a shot, I suppose,” David said.

      Was it? Matthew thought as they turned back the way they came and headed for the interstate.
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      Sweat ran down Kathleen’s back, making her shirt stick to her, as she and Allison biked on four-lane roads, an indication that they were leaving the city proper and edging toward the far outskirts of Chicago. Her lungs burned as she cycled through waves of exhaustion and sudden spikes of second-wind energy. Allison, however, looked like she could ride for days. A sheen of sweat coated her face, but otherwise she looked downright comfortable. Youthful stamina. Kathleen huffed in both pride in her daughter and annoyance at herself—Allison had easily outstripped her, and Kathleen struggled to keep up.

      The tall industrial houses and close-knit apartment buildings slowly transitioned to acres of flat land without shade. The sun beat down on their heads. Kathleen blew loose strands of her hair escaping from her braid away from her face and hoped that the last few hours hadn’t been in vain.

      She still had no idea if Rhonda lived in the Chicago area. While the two of them had been fairly close once upon a time, Kathleen hadn’t spoken to her in years. All because of a boy. Her boy, actually. Matthew Riley, the young man with the flashing smile and eyes she got lost in while getting her degree at the University of Chicago. He knew how to make her laugh, he had ambition, and he listened to her when she talked, but he had opinions. One of those opinions was about her roommate, Rhonda.

      Prepping was in Rhonda’s blood and bones, a generational trait like her black curly hair, passed down from mother to daughter. Kathleen recalled lazy Sundays after studying when they’d share a bottle of wine and Rhonda would teach Kathleen the basics of pickling cucumbers or how to grow herbs in repurposed fruit cups suspended by twine from their small apartment window. Kathleen shrugged when Rhonda came home with a black bucket she’d planned to bury in the backyard, and began to stuff it full of freeze-dried bags of food, water bottles, and respirator masks. Matthew had been over, watching Rhonda fit the supplies in the bucket like she was designing a maze, his eyebrow cocked so high Kathleen worried he might have wrinkles from it.

      “Why are you doing that?” Matthew had asked, and Rhonda had fixed him with a stare, saying, “By the time you need things like these, Matthew Riley, you’ll be fixing a leaky roof in the middle of a thunderstorm.” For Rhonda, that explained everything. Kathleen had stifled a laugh, refilled all their wine glasses, and distracted Matthew’s judgments by explaining parabolas to him.

      “Where does Rhonda live?” Allison asked, breaking Kathleen out of her memories.

      “Somewhere around here,” Kathleen answered.

      “So, you don’t know if she lives here anymore.” Allison laughed in disbelief. There was a slight huff of exertion in her voice.

      “I’m sure she does. She usually sends me Christmas cards.” Although Kathleen hadn’t gotten one in years, she still left room for hope.

      “Why haven’t I heard of her before?” Allison asked, pinning Kathleen with a blue-eyed stare.

      Kathleen let out a small groan as the old ache of anxiety tightened in her stomach. “We had a falling out.”

      “How come?”

      “Because I wasn’t a very good friend. I didn’t stand up to your father like I should’ve.”

      “Whatever. You’re always telling Dad what to do.”

      “Yeah, now I am. But before when I was young and wasn’t being reprimanded by my own child for tanning in the summer, I was twitterpated.”

      “Twitterpated?”

      “Yeah, as in Wow, Matthew is so handsome, wow, look at all his muscles—”

      “Gross, stop, you don’t have to be so detailed, seriously.”

      Kathleen smirked. “Anyway, Rhonda was my good friend, but Matthew saw her habits as…paranoia.”

      “I mean, I can’t blame him.”

      “Rhonda and I used to live together, and I never saw it as weird. People were people, you know? Some liked to smoke cigarettes, others liked to fixate on how green their lawn was, and Rhonda prepped. Her mom used to do it, and Rhonda saw the value in it.”

      “But Dad was a jerk about it.”

      “He was young, too. He constantly tried to get Rhonda to admit she was being paranoid and that prepping was a waste of time, and eventually things just got awkward between them. We never really had a full-blown fight about it, but it was like I suddenly had two worlds I had to care for: my friend and my boyfriend. They couldn’t co-exist in the same place.”

      “And you were twitterpated.” Allison tossed a grin over her shoulder. “All those muscles.”

      Kathleen rolled her eyes. “I should’ve never told you this.”

      “I had no idea my father used to be such a stud.”

      “Nope, nope, I don’t want to have this conversation,” Kathleen said. “Anyway at one point, Matthew and Rhonda actually did get into an argument when Rhonda decided to eat up some of her canned goods that were going to go bad. She was making dinners of canned meat, freeze-dried soups, all that kind of stuff. Your father pointed out it was useless to keep eating decades-old food just because Rhonda thought the world was going to end, and well, it just got out of hand from there.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. That sucks.”

      “It did suck. Rhonda and I lost touch after that. Then after Matthew and I got married, it was as though I’d drawn a line in the sand. Picked a side, as it were. That side wasn’t Rhonda.”

      “But you think she’ll be nice to us if you see her again?”

      “Fingers crossed.”

      “Plus, you have your head on your shoulders now,” Allison said airily. “No so twitterpated anymore.”

      “Oh hush. Who taught you to be so ornery, huh?”

      “You, Mom.”

      “Well, I’m very disappointed in myself, then. Turn here, honey. I think it’s on this street.”

      The housing development was a mix of updated homes and modern architecture. Green lawns spread as far as the eye could see. Aspens shaded the streets. Kathleen was nervous about seeing Rhonda again, yet excited at the same time. She wondered if her old friend had changed since their time apart.

      “Which one is it?” Allison asked, standing up on her pedals to stretch her legs as she coasted her bike.

      “Near the end of the lane,” Kathleen said, hoping she was right. As they passed another set of idyllic homes painted in variations of gray, green, and periwinkle, the sound of construction cut through the air. Kathleen pulled up to an older looking, red-painted home with a Victorian vibe to it. Three boys stood along the side of the house, boarding up the windows of the ground floor. Kathleen’s brakes squeaked as she came to a halt. A smile spread across her face. She could think of no one else who would have their children outside with nails perched between their lips and hammers in their hands covering up the windows to their home. This was Rhonda’s house, still.

      She dismounted her bike. Allison followed suit. Together, they placed their bikes on the lawn near the sidewalk. This neighborhood felt safe enough to leave them there for the time being. She approached the three boys and held up her hand in greeting. “Hi,” she said.

      They turned to look at her suspiciously, and Kathleen detected Rhonda’s trademark scowl replicated on the oldest one’s face. Just a little bit younger than Allison, she bet. She’d had no idea that Rhonda had kids, let alone three. “My name is Kathleen. I’m friends with your mom, Rhonda. Is she here?”

      The youngest boy, somewhere around Patton’s age, slipped behind the other two. The eldest grabbed something that rested against the side of the house and stepped in front of his siblings. Kathleen’s blood ran cold as he raised a shotgun up, fixing it straight at Kathleen. Blankly, she tried to place the make and model as if it were a car, but she had no idea what kind of shotgun it was. On instinct, her legs spread slightly to ensure she effectively stood between the gun and her daughter. Fear filled her once more, and she hoped she could explain herself to the boy before he accidentally hurt her.

      “Don’t come any closer,” he said, his voice warbling between the alto of a boy and the deeper tenor of a man. “Don’t even move. My mom has never talked about you. How do you know her?”

      Kathleen held her hands up and heard Allison’s breath hiss out sharply from behind her. Her heart pounded in her ears. Should she have pulled out her own gun? Have a Western-style stare-down with a young boy? She would never be able to point a weapon at a child, let alone the child of her old friend. “I haven’t seen your mother in years. We used to go to college together. I’m Kathleen, and this is my daughter Allison. I’m friends with your mother, Rhonda. Is she here?” Repetition, repetition. Keep calm.

      The middle boy whispered something to the eldest, but the eldest shook him off. “I don’t know you,” he said to Kathleen. “What do you want?”

      “For you to put that gun down,” Kathleen said and felt Allison’s hand curl against her lower back, inching for the gun. “But I’ll take talking to your mom if she’s available.”

      “Mom!” the youngest one yelled, his dark curls spilling down over his forehead. “Mom, someone’s here. Mom!”

      The front door creaked open, drawing Kathleen’s attention away from the shotgun barrel for a split second. The pounding of her heart filled her ears and nearly overwhelmed her, but she plastered on a terrified smile. She recognized those dark curls, those long legs. That scowl.

      “Tyler Patrick, what in the name of anything are you doing?”

      Same voice, only now, paired with the authoritative outrage of a mother whose children have committed a social faux pas. Kathleen supposed pointing a gun in someone’s face would be on that list.

      Steps pounded down from the porch, and the lean woman in a V-neck tee-shirt bounded over to the boy. Rhonda pushed the barrel of the gun down so the long tip pointed at the ground, just before she yanked the weapon out of her son’s hands. “I never thought you of all people would be so irresponsible,” she hissed. “At least you have enough sense to make sure the safety is on.” She handed the gun to the middle child, who gave Tyler a smug look. Rhonda turned back on Tyler with a shaking finger and fury coloring her cheeks.

      Tyler looked down at the grass in shame.

      “You’ll earn that privilege back when you master proper gun safety. How can I ever trust you with a weapon if that’s how you treat it? A gun is not a toy. It is a tool. You never, ever do something like that again. You only point a gun if you intend to fire it. Were you really going to kill…kill…” She stumbled as she looked up at Kathleen.

      Kathleen grinned, hands still up in the air. “Always love the warm welcome, Rhonda.”

      “Kathleen?” Rhonda’s mouth dropped open in shock. “Holy hell, did my son just point a gun at you?”

      “He did,” Kathleen said, letting her hands drop. “It’s good to see you again, all the same.”

      “I feel the same?” Rhonda said, and then laughed as it came out as a question. “Sorry. It’s not every day my son puts people in danger. What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I was in the area when my car died. My daughter Allison and I have had quite the journey. I hoped, well I hoped you might be able to help us out.”

      “Of course,” Rhonda said, beckoning Kathleen with open arms. “Goodness, it’s been years. Get in here.”

      Kathleen stepped into Rhonda’s embrace and felt her old friend’s arms wrap around her tight. Tears pressed against her eyes then, and she wondered if it was safe to cry, say she was sorry, ask for forgiveness for a wrong done as a young woman. She half expected Rhonda to yell at her, to run her off the property, turn them away because of Kathleen’s inaction years ago.

      “Wasn’t sure we’d be welcome,” she mumbled against Rhonda’s shoulder.

      “That’s why I was always the smart one,” Rhonda muttered back and Kathleen heard it: choked tears lingered in Rhonda’s voice too. “You’ve always been welcome, Kathleen.”

      “How could I ever forget?” Kathleen said, and decided a couple tears could leak out. She sniffled, and Rhonda tugged her closer. “All those years we were cruel about doomsday, and now it looks like it’s actually here.”

      “I can’t take all the credit.” Rhonda pulled back and chuckled. “You look baked from the sun. Come inside, put your feet up. Let’s talk.”
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      When Kathleen stepped inside Rhonda’s house, she had to take a moment to let her eyes adjust. The windows surrounding the living room had been boarded up, allowing only a little light inside. The sound of pounding nails started up again, and Kathleen figured Rhonda’s boys were hard at work once again. Kathleen recognized the black canisters sitting nearby from that awful day when Matthew and Rhonda had first butted heads, alongside cases of bottled water and boxes of freeze-dried food. Allison raised an eyebrow at her as they surveyed the room.

      Kathleen gave a slight shrug and turned to Rhonda. “I figured you’d have a back room full of provisions,” she said lightly, hoping Rhonda wouldn’t be offended by her curiosity.

      “I do,” Rhonda said. “I’d just restocked before the power went out and haven’t had the chance to bury the new canisters or put things away.”

      “That sounds like more like you,” Kathleen said and was grateful to see Rhonda return her smile.

      Rhonda beckoned them to follow her into an open kitchen area with wide glass sliding doors in the back that allowed her to look out over her property full of planter boxes full of herbs and vegetables. “Have a seat,” she said.

      Allison and Kathleen slid into the wooden chairs lining the round kitchen table. Kathleen stifled a sigh of relief. Her muscles burned from the trek, and yet at the same time her bottom ached from sitting too long on the bike’s semi-padded seat. Rhonda grabbed two water bottles and set them down in front of Kathleen and Allison with a small smile.

      “You’re a life saver,” Kathleen said, unscrewing the cap and downing nearly half the bottle in one go. The cold rush of water filled her belly. She swished some around in her mouth, finally feeling quenched.

      “Thank you,” Allison said softly, taking smaller, more measured sips.

      “Of course.” Rhonda plopped down next to Kathleen and leaned back in her chair, her hands crossed over her stomach. Food supplies were lined up alongside the table: cans, cutting boards full of produce being chopped up, glass Mason jars, salt, vinegar, and other various containers for it all. It was as if Rhonda was trying to save everything that she could. Kathleen noted the fresh smell of dill and rosemary in the room. Rhonda waved at the goods. “My refrigerator went out this morning. Only a couple years old. I tried calling the manufacturer, but my phone wouldn’t work. Tried calling my husband on our landline and barely got through to him before our call cut out. So, after that, I started going through everything I had.”

      “To preserve it,” Kathleen said.

      “Yeah.” Rhonda’s brown eyes stared Kathleen down, as if daring her to say anything negative.

      Kathleen swallowed another gulp of water, remembering similar prepper lessons that had gathered dust on the shelves of her memories. Of how Rhonda would give her advice by telling Kathleen what she was doing, hoping to impart some kind of knowledge even if Kathleen didn’t show a direct interest in prepping or survivalism. Kathleen wished she’d paid attention back then and retained even a sliver of what Rhonda knew. Now, that skillset was invaluable.

      “Rhonda, I am so sorry for what happened.” Kathleen leaned forward, feeling the apology of years and years finally having room to breathe. “For treating you the way I did. Matthew said some terrible things because he thought he was right, and I should’ve stood up to him. At the time, it was just easier to let our friendship fizzle out.”

      “It’s okay.” Rhonda offered a soft smile, and reached forward, clasping Kathleen’s hand. “I forgive you. I could’ve been more open with Matthew, not egging him on like I did.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “I certainly do. That blonde boy was so…arrogant. Thought he knew everything. I wanted to take him down a peg. Make sure he was worthy of you.”

      Kathleen blinked back tears. “Thanks, Rhonda. I…do you think we could try again? Be friends? Not because of whatever is happening now, but because it would be nice to have an old friend again.”

      “Of course, honey.” Rhonda patted Kathleen’s hand. “If old friends didn’t have fights and boy-problems are they really even friends?” She winked and Kathleen snorted a laugh. “Now tell me about your family. Your daughter is Matthew’s clone, that’s for certain.”

      “But with more smarts.” Allison tapped her forehead.

      “Oh, good lord,” Kathleen said.

      Rhonda laughed. “Like I said. Matthew’s clone.”

      The tight knot in Kathleen’s stomach slowly relaxed as she began to tell Rhonda about her family, the conversation coming easily. “I have a younger son, Patton. He’s becoming quite the studious tween with a love of old cinema, especially horror or apocalyptic. Right now, he’s with my mother-in-law, Ruth. Matthew and I bought a mountain hotel near Galena and they’re up there, getting it ready.”

      “Oh, wow,” Rhonda said. “That’s wonderful. Quite different from the city-slickers you used to be.”

      “Tell me about it.” Kathleen shot Allison a quick glance, on the lookout for teenage angst at the mention of their move, but Allison maintained a look of composure, as if she was used to it by now. “My father-in-law, David, had a heart attack, which put things into perspective for us. We started thinking about our future and what we wanted out of life. We were both so overworked, rushing from place to place, and we nurtured this back-pocket dream of owning a place in the mountains. It seemed like the right time.”

      “I bet,” Rhonda said, even as her eyebrows furrowed. “So your whole family is up at your hotel?”

      Kathleen shook her head and pushed her frizzy braid off her shoulder. “David and Matthew went to Madison for the day. Patton and Ruth are up at the hotel. I’m in Chicago wrapping up some loose ends.” She didn’t want to have to explain Max, go through that whole backstory and hear the weighted silence as Rhonda contemplated what Kathleen’s brother had become. She didn’t want to either justify her brother or call him out as a bad man.

      “Your family is scattered,” Rhonda said with concern as she picked at the herbs on the cutting board, sending the scent of rosemary into the air. She rubbed one of the angular leaves and brought it to her nose, inhaling deeply.

      “Not too far,” Allison jutted in. “Madison is about a couple hours from Galena.”

      “By car,” Rhonda corrected. “But they could be stranded like you two. In fact, I bet they are.”

      “Do you know what’s happening, then?” Kathleen asked. “Do you know why nothing seems to be working? My SUV just died out of nowhere.”

      Rhonda shifted as if suddenly uncomfortable. “I have an inkling. I don’t want to scare you, though.”

      Allison sat up straighter. “What is it?”

      “The lack of power—no electricity, cars dead, phones not working—and especially because of the time frame, the whole event feels orchestrated. Since everything has ground to a standstill, I personally advocate that it’s an EMP attack.”

      Allison leaned forward, her blonde hair falling over her shoulder. “Like a solar EMP?”

      Kathleen stared at her daughter in open shock. “Excuse me?”

      “An EMP,” Allison explained, looking exasperated yet pleased at Kathleen, in the way kids do when they know more than their parents. “An electromagnetic pulse. We did an astronomy lesson focused on the sun. I learned about coronal mass ejections—these great bursts of energy that are emitted from the sun and can have devastating effects on the nearby planets. Some of these solar flares are so strong they can reach Earth and they can mess with the electricity.”

      “I’m impressed,” Kathleen said. “I’ve never learned about those in my whole life. And I’m a teacher, even!”

      “Well, I’m not sure astronomy would be part of your curriculum, Mom. Solar EMPs will mess with the electricity, but they don’t usually knock everything out like this. If all of this is a solar EMP, I doubt Madison or even Galena were affected. Dad and Grandpa are probably back at the hotel, wondering where we are,” Allison said, putting a piece of mint leaf in her mouth.

      Rhonda reached over and pushed a bowl of raspberries in Allison’s direction. “Eat. Those will go bad if you don’t. I was going to make freezer jam, but feel free to have some.” She rubbed her forehead as if considering how to proceed. “You’re right about solar EMPs, Allison. That’s why I think this event is a foreign attack. If it were only small areas of Chicago that were out of power, or weird electromagnetic effects, I’d guess a solar flare. But this? I keep coming back to a nuclear bomb. If one were detonated above the country, it would cause an EMP that would take out our electronic infrastructure, and the effects would be far-reaching and long-lasting.”

      “How long?” Kathleen asked and took a raspberry out of the bowl, placing it in her mouth. The sweetness burst on her tongue.

      Rhonda shrugged. “Who knows? Can you think of anything that doesn’t run on electricity these days? All our communication, our transportation, our food delivery, is all based on computer programming. If an EMP wiped all of that out, we’d be thrown back in time, technology-wise. Many newer cars dependent on computer machinery to run would be inoperable. It’s probably the reason why your SUV wouldn’t start, Kathleen. We’d need to figure out how to grow our own crops because let me tell you, you won’t be able to pump gas into a car—if you have it—because the electronics are fried.”

      Kathleen swallowed hard. “They can’t just…boot the systems back up? Do a hard reset? You know, turn it off and back on again?”

      “Can you boot back up a computer once the motherboard has been destroyed? Can you recover a car whose engine has exploded?” Rhonda shook her head. “Unlikely. You’d need new parts. Lots of new parts. How are we going to get them? We can’t communicate with anyone. We can’t get shipments in from other countries and get those goods where they need to go. There are so many small details that people don’t think about, and all of those details have become automated. Take out the automation and the whole system grinds to a halt.”

      A new type of dread twisted Kathleen’s insides. She wondered if she was going to be sick. Her mind sought an alternative explanation: It can’t be! There’s no way something like that could happen! Just last night, she’d had her phone plugged in, her music casting through her wireless speakers, her car full of gas and ready to drive. How could she have known that in hours, she’d be biking across Illinois and sitting at Rhonda’s kitchen table?

      What else could have destroyed the power grid? Lots of angry squirrels? An uprising of…of…trees with wild branches that snagged in the transformers across the whole state? She put her head in her hands. Those were more outlandish than an EMP—and EMPs were actually taught in schools.

      Rhonda reached out and rubbed Kathleen’s shoulder to comfort her. “Kathleen, I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but I think it might be better if you and Allison stay here with me for a while. To put it plainly, it’s just not safe out there. When people get threatened, they get ugly. When their whole society begins to crumble? It gets worse.”

      The rubbing continued as did Rhonda’s voice at Kathleen’s silence. “I’ve stocked up for about a year. Food, water, supplies, and this home will be a defensible compound by the end of the week. You’re more than welcome here. In fact, I’d feel a lot better if you stayed. We could try to contact your family and let them know.”

      Kathleen looked up, knowing she looked a mess. Hair disheveled, dirt on her face, sweat under her armpits. Her blouse did her no favors. For a split second, she considered what it would be like staying with Rhonda. Matthew would be out of his mind with worry if she disappeared without a word. Rhonda was right. They relied on instant communication too much. And leaving Patton without knowing where his mother and sister had gone? She couldn’t do that to her family. They had to get home, especially if it was as bad as Rhonda indicated. “I can’t,” she said softly. “My husband, my son…they’d probably get in more trouble trying to find us.”

      “I understand,” Rhonda said. “Most likely they’ll be traveling back to your hotel, so at least you’ll know, generally, where everyone will be heading.”

      “That’s our compound, at least.” Kathleen tried to smile, imagined it to be sickly looking.

      “Well, rest up.” Rhonda stood and went to her fridge, opening it up and pulling out foodstuffs before shutting it quickly. “We’ll have you on your way in no time. Could you imagine, though, Matthew trekking across the Midwest and ending up at my front door? He’d think I was holding you hostage.”

      Kathleen snorted a laugh. “He’s mellowed out. You two would actually get along.”

      Rhonda nodded. “That’s the best thing about time. Gives people a chance to grow. It’s funny, Matthew kind of ended up being like my husband. I had to convince him about all this prepper stuff, but now he’s on board. Relax, Kathleen. Eat some food, drink some water. Take a breather. You’ll be on the road soon enough.”

      Silence settled around them as Rhonda stood up and made them ham and cheese sandwiches, rounding out the meal with fruit. Having eaten, Kathleen felt her energy spike. Her head cleared, the emotional and physical mist of exertion finally giving her a view of the landscape she and Allison were stuck in. Allison had put her head on her arms on the table and fallen into a doze.

      Then Rhonda sat back down at the kitchen table and chatted with Kathleen about her kids, filling the air with notes about her husband and three children—all boys down to their core, she’d grown sick of buying trucks and Legos, thought Kathleen lucky to have a girl to spoil—and her husband was a successful carpenter out speaking with their neighbors about what to expect in the coming days. Many of their neighbors tolerated Rhonda as a prepper, but now that things looked dire, she hoped they’d become more understanding and open to learning about how to prepare. Warmth filled Kathleen as she listened to Rhonda’s life, a kind of happiness that someone she’d known had lived well and had a strong family and community to surround herself with. Finally, Rhonda disappeared and soon returned with two backpacks in her hands. She had stuffed each one with folded-up silver space blankets, headlights, pocketknives, and packets of sealed food.

      “What is all that stuff?” Kathleen finally managed to ask.

      “I’ve got supplies to spare, so I’m making sure you have something to make it to Galena. You’ll want to head out soon,” Rhonda said as if answering all the questions swirling in Kathleen’s mind. She pointed to the goods in the bag. “USB headlight and solar charger. Even though the sun might have created this situation we’re living in, we still need it to survive. Couple blankets in case you’re out at night, Swiss Army knives, and food. Freeze dried ice cream for sugar, jerky for protein, and your homemade Rhonda-specialty: trail mix full of nuts and candy and fruit for energy.” She zipped up the bag and handed it Kathleen. She placed the second one next to Allison who was still deeply asleep.

      Snores came from the table, and Rhonda’s face crumpled in quiet distress. “I know you have to leave, but Kathleen, promise me you’ll be careful. I didn’t want to scare Allison, but you can’t trust anyone out there. You need to protect your daughter at all costs.”

      Kathleen nodded, thinking of pointing an empty gun at strangers, thinking of her daughter being overwhelmed by men trying to take from her. She let out a shaky breath. “I will.”

      “Good. Let’s get you on the road.”

      Kathleen went to Allison and rubbed her back gently. Allison blinked and smiled at her, rubbing her eyes. “Fell asleep for a moment,” Allison said with a yawn. “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing much. Feel better?” Kathleen asked.

      “Yeah. Time to hit the road?”

      “You know it.” Kathleen held up the two backpacks. “Rhonda gave us supplies and snacks to tide us over.”

      “That was nice of her,” Allison said as she got to her feet.

      At the front door, Rhonda hugged them. “Now you both listen to me. Make sure you stay away from areas that can box you in. Without visibility, you won’t be able to see your options or get out of anywhere quickly. Stay away from crowds. Keep your supplies scattered in different places so if you lose one of the bags, you at least don’t lose everything. This last one is going to sound weird, but if you see anyone coming—especially if they have a car—don’t hesitate to hide. I hate to say it, but people aren’t trustworthy, and once they force you into a car, who knows how far they’ll take you.”

      Allison nodded. Kathleen thought about the truck back in Chicago. What would she have done if they’d taken Allison instead of simply trying to steal her bike? She shuddered at the thought.

      “This is all to keep you safe. I know it sounds paranoid,” Rhonda winked at Kathleen, “but necessary. Okay?”

      “Got it,” Kathleen said, leaning in for one last hug. “Thank you for everything.”

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Rhonda said, then whispered in her ear. “Remember what I said. Protect your daughter even if that means not trusting strangers.”

      Kathleen pulled away and hefted the bag over her shoulder. Together, Allison and Kathleen walked across the lawn to their bikes. Rhonda’s boys were still pounding nails into the house, and the eldest offered a tentative wave of his hand. “Sorry about earlier!’ he yelled.

      Kathleen waved back at him as she mounted her bike. Soon, her rubber tires rumbled across the pavement and Rhonda was a small figure in her metaphorical rear-view mirror, waving goodbye and good luck.
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      The interstate expanded before them like a black ribbon heading into the horizon. Matthew couldn’t remember how long it had been since he, David, and Jade had left the clinic behind and gotten back on the open road. Everything was more of the same. Same angry people. Same dead cars. Same endless sun.

      Fatigue had begun to set into Matthew’s legs, his calves burning whenever they stopped for David to catch his breath. They shared food and water, each being careful to only take what was needed. To Matthew’s surprise, David still seemed taken with Jade despite the diversion to the pharmacy, telling her stories of the River Rock Hotel. Hearing the laughter bouncing between them made Matthew glad Jade had joined them. The fringe on her jacket swayed back and forth hypnotically, casting metronome-like shadows on the ground as the two walked ahead of him.

      Thoughts of Kathleen and Allison filled his mind. He wondered where they could be. Were they stuck at the prison? Had they managed to leave? He knew Kathleen would try to get home to Galena, but he worried that they might run into people like Chris and Cheese. Matthew smiled to himself, imagining what Kathleen would do if ever confronted with a jerk like that, knowing the jerk would tuck tail and flee after one look from his wife.

      In front of Matthew, David slowed, his shoulders hunching. Jade paused and put her hand on his father’s shoulder. Matthew slung his backpack off his shoulder and searched the first aid kit they’d bought at the sporting goods store for medicine. Nothing but Tylenol. Since they left the clinic, David had finally admitted the chest pain had upgraded from sporadic uncomfortable irritation to a low drone of pain. For the millionth time, Matthew wished his father had brought his actual prescription medicine. He also wished they’d found some at the pharmacy. If only they had something that could help, to just relieve the pain.

      People took aspirin to help alleviate heart pain, Matthew remembered from those hazy stress days as David recovered from the initial heart attack. Low-level dosage to help prevent another. Anything else was too dangerous to take. Jade shot a concerned look over David’s head, and Matthew uttered a sigh of resignation. They had to address this.

      “Dad, we need to make another stop,” Matthew said, his resolve strengthened by Jade’s encouraging nod.

      “What for?” David gasped, one hand propped on his hip while the other clenched at his heart. “Just stopped not too long ago.”

      Matthew gave her a look that said See what I’m working with here? Jade’s smile widened in understanding. “We need to get you something to stop your pain, or we’ll be taking a permanent stop. I remember your doctor saying you could take a low dosage of aspirin. You remember that, too, right?” Matthew asked.

      David went quiet, straightening up as much as he could. Matthew hoped his father would admit to his limitations, acknowledge his pain, like he had back at Wilson’s Antiques. When he’d owned up to the fact he’d left his life-saving medicine at home.

      Moments passed. David’s fist over his heart relaxed minimally. Matthew scanned the road ahead of them, grateful that the next exit wasn’t too far up the road, and made a game plan. No matter what David said, Matthew would find aspirin—would force it down his dad’s throat if it came to it.

      “Fine,” David growled. “Yes. Low-dose was the aspirin they recommended, but that stuff is just for prevention. At this point, it would be better if I had regular aspirin to help with the pain. But you’re not leaving me or Jade here while you gallantly ride off to the next store. We’re coming with you.”

      Relief rushed through Matthew. “Sounds good to me. Fingers crossed someplace nearby is open.” Jade wrapped her arm around David and together, arm-in-arm, they strode toward the exit. Passing a blue sign that had the symbol for fuel, Matthew wondered if they looked like a Wizard of Oz crew and hoped he wasn’t the strawman with no brain. As they walked, David’s pain seemed to ease and by the time they strolled down the exit, he seemed perfectly normal. Matthew wasn’t surprised, but knew another episode lay just around the corner.

      Matthew’s own heart soared, though, when he saw the OPEN sign hanging in the door of the gas station at the bottom of the exit. Once, the dirty white siding paired with the red sign that had seen better days might have given him pause, but at this point, he was happy for any place to be accepting customers. Two gas pumps stood in the lot, and as they walked by them, Matthew noted the older style, lacking screens and instead having a counter that ticked upward as the gas dispensed. A small smile crossed his face. Who knew he’d be nostalgic for gas stations, and he found himself happy to see the kind of technology that was being phased out when he was young.

      The door didn’t ding when Matthew pushed through, but the place was small enough that a bell seemed unnecessary. Matthew nodded a hello at the clerk sitting on a stool at a counter. A magazine was spread out before him, and the ponytailed man barely acknowledged them as they walked inside. Matthew beelined for a small shelf sporting tiny sizes of Tylenol, antihistamines, sunscreen, mosquito spray, and the treasure of his day: aspirin. He picked up the small bottle, and looked down to catch the price. Thirty dollars? Was that real?

      Shaking his head and cradling the bottle like it was gold, he began to look at the other items in the store. Price signs had been written over and then re-written over in marker. Before, at the other gas station, the prices had been ridiculous, but now things were priced to the extreme. Forty dollars for a bag of jerky? Fifteen dollars for a bottle of water? What a racket. What selfishness to take advantage of people in this way. Sometimes he couldn’t stomach the audacity of people.

      Jade rounded the aisle, her hands stuck in her jean pockets. “Crazy, isn’t it?” she asked and tilted her chin at the row of chips priced upwards of fifty dollars.

      “I think we’d be out two hundred bucks if we had the munchies,” Matthew joked. “Jerky, chips, and drinks would eat up all our funds.”

      “No kidding. Ridiculous.” Jade threw a venomous look over her shoulder at the cashier. “Scum of the earth, that’s what people like these are like. Think they can take advantage of everyone. You found aspirin?”

      Matthew waved the bottle at her. “Thirty dollars right here.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jade’s mouth dropped open. “Two days ago, that would’ve been seven dollars at most. Vultures. They’re all vultures.”

      Matthew shrugged. “We have power bars that will last, if we’re careful. Even though eating the same thing fills me with dread, I can’t morally support this thirty-dollar markup. But we need it.”

      “We need it,” Jade repeated and followed Matthew as he headed for the front counter. The clerk turned a page of his magazine and raised an eyebrow as Matthew slid the aspirin bottle to him.

      “Cash only,” the clerk said.

      “Not sure how anyone could have enough cash to afford things in this store,” Matthew said, and carefully counted out the bills, wondering if the clerk would give them a discount, indicate they could take the medicine for twenty dollars, at least.

      “Supply and demand, sir.” The clerk smirked at him. “If you want something, you should be prepared to pay the price for it. The things in my store might have been worth pennies a couple of days ago, but now I know their worth.”

      “Listen, we’re just trying to make our way home,” Jade butted in, sliding an elbow onto the counter. “Can’t you give us a discount? If we paid ten bucks for a bag of chips, you’re still making a crazy profit. I could give you fifteen bucks for this aspirin bottle and you’d still be a rich man.”

      “Hey lady, I’ve got mouths to feed, too. Can’t let anyone go hungry, especially in this new economy, and if you’re not willing to pay, someone else will.” He closed his magazine and leaned over the counter. Wisps escaped the long dark ponytail tied at the base of his skull.

      “It’s extortion,” Jade said, her eyes narrowing.

      “I’m a negotiating man. I’m not unreasonable. Maybe you can convince me why I should reduce the price for you and your”—his eyes flicked to Matthew—“friend here. We can discuss it in the back room. I can make you a private offer.”

      Rage boiled inside Matthew. Was this clerk implying—of course he was—Matthew should punch him—

      Jade’s eyes narrowed to slits, and the animosity radiating off her felt like a new kind of EMP. “You know what you can do with your private negotiation? Shove it where the sun don’t shine.”

      She pushed off the counter as the clerk’s face darkened, and continued. “I’d like to get a cop in here, see what he thinks about the crap you’re pulling. How you tried to solicit me for a certain kind of work. Don’t think you’d be open for long. Don’t think these so-called mouths you’re feeding would mind if you’re gone, either.”

      “You no good bit—”

      “Can’t believe you’d try and assault me,” Jade said, a nasty smile curving her lips. “And you don’t even know how old I am.” She quirked an eyebrow at the clerk. Matthew’s breath stalled in his lungs. David sidled up next to him as they watched Jade verbally transform the man into a quivering ball of fury.

      “Get out of here,” the clerk snarled. “You keep wasting my time? I’ll waste you. I can defend myself against vagrancy and believe me, sweetie, I won’t hesitate to if you keep pushing me.”

      “Hey, now—” Matthew started.

      “That’s no way to talk—” David said at the same time.

      Jade smirked and reached behind her jacket, and like lightning, a small handgun was suddenly balanced in her hands, aimed straight for the clerk. “You know what’s a waste?” she asked. “You are.”

      Two gunshots rang through the air, the sound deafening in such a small space. Matthew watched in slow motion as the clerk jerked backwards, surprise written across his face. Two red marks appeared on his chest and he looked down at them in shock before he collapsed off the stool and onto the floor. The ring became a howl as sound came back to Matthew’s ears, and when he looked up to Jade in shock, she wore that same smirk.

      Had she been carrying a gun this whole time?

      “Worthless waste of space, huh,” Jade uttered.

      “You shot him,” Matthew said, dropping his pack and jumping up on the counter to check on the man, looking down at the clerk’s motionless body. His ponytail covered his eyes, and dark blood seeped from the gunshot wounds and through his blue uniform. “You killed him,” Matthew whispered.

      “Is he dead?” David asked, his voice tinged with horror. He backed away from Jade, his hand over his heart again, eyes wide as he looked at the young woman. “Matthew, is he dead?”

      Matthew wanted to call to the clerk, ask him if he was okay, but he knew nothing would happen. The man’s chest didn’t move at all. Not even a choke or a gurgle emitted out of his mouth. Jade’s aim had been precise, taking a man’s life without a second thought. Would she do the same to them if she didn’t get her way?

      “Now that jerk is gone, let’s get a move on,” Jade said, and holstered the gun somewhere in the fringed jacket. She snagged Matthew’s backpack from the floor and unzipped it, then began shoveling chips, candy bars, and jerky inside it.

      “I don’t think so,” David stuttered, his eyes round as coins as he watched Jade pack the bag full of food.

      “You just killed someone!” Matthew said, sliding off the counter. “In cold blood. You didn’t even hesitate.”

      “Please.” Jade threw Matthew an irritated look, as if his reaction was unfounded. “That guy was scum of the earth, just like that guy you told me about, the one who smashed in the car windows. I did the world a favor. Made it a safer place.”

      “No,” Matthew said, feeling dread welling up inside of him. He couldn’t even look at Jade without seeing the clerk’s stunned reaction as he toppled over and died. “That was murder. You can keep that bag. We can’t go any further with you, Jade. We can’t travel together anymore. You’re…you’re dangerous.”

      Jade froze and turned to him, the look in her eye the same kind of disbelief he’d see in Allison’s gaze when he told her she couldn’t stay out late. “Are you for real?” she asked, eyes flickering between Matthew and David. “You’re going to abandon me because that waste of space was going to get away with assault? He wanted to do awful things to me and you’re taking his side?”

      “Yes,” Matthew said, grabbing the aspirin off the counter and easing toward the door, putting himself in front of David and between Jade. “You can’t come with us anymore.”

      “You said I would be safe with you,” Jade said, her lower lip trembling. “You said I could stay at your hotel for as long as I wanted. You said I could have a home in Galena.”

      “That was before we knew you had a gun!” Matthew shouted.

      “And didn’t mind using it,” David added.

      Jade glowered and then, smooth as butter, her hand dipped behind her and the weapon was back in her hands. Only this time, the barrel was pointed straight at Matthew. Chills tingled throughout his body, sending goosebumps rising over his skin. “You’re not leaving me in the middle of nowhere,” she said, tears springing in her eyes. “You’re not leaving me behind. I don’t think so. Take David’s bag, Matt. Put everything you can inside.”

      Trembling, his fingers suddenly turned to ice, Matthew did as she ordered. As if in a daze, he began stuffing snacks and drinks into his pack and turned to Jade when it was half-full. The gun was still trained on him, Jade’s grip steady. Unwavering.

      “Don’t skimp,” Jade said. “Fill it up.”

      Matthew continued to fill the bag until the zipper strained to close. She shoved her backpack at David and wrapped two hands around the gun handle. “Carry your own stuff, if you can,” she snarled to David. “Or is your heart too weak?” The gun wavered for a moment, and Matthew shoved his way around her so he stood between his father and the gun barrel, terrified that at any moment, he might hear that deafening ring again, see two marks appear on his own chest, and topple over dead.

      What if he charged her, pushed her over, tried to get the gun out of her hands? What if they scrambled for ownership of it? What if she grabbed it again? She wouldn’t hesitate to shoot him. Or David. What would Kathleen think then? A brother in prison, a husband murdered in cold blood over Tootsie Rolls and Doritos.

      David hefted the bag over his shoulder, and Matthew did the same. The weight of drinks and junk food felt like bricks on his back. David’s breathing had turned into a wheeze. Matthew put a hand on his dad’s arm to steady him and reassure his father that he was there. “You don’t have to do this,” Matthew said to Jade. “We can go our separate ways. Peacefully. You can take everything we own. Just don’t hurt us.”

      “You’re just like everyone else I’ve ever met,” Jade snarled as they left the store. “Underwhelming.”

      David gasped and leaned into Matthew as Jade ordered them to walk. Matthew broke the plastic seal on the medicine bottle and shook a white aspirin tablet out. With shaking hands, David downed the pill without water. Jade stood behind them. When Matthew looked over his shoulder, he saw the black circle of the gun barrel looking at him like an eye, the twin green pools of Jade’s fury staring at him. “I won’t be left behind,” she snarled.

      Matthew grabbed David’s arm and somehow, they began the walk back towards the interstate, the heavy sound of David’s breathing transforming to a labored pant as they reached the top.
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      David’s heavy breathing fell into a familiar rhythm for Matthew as the sun set crept down towards the horizon and dusk began to race across the sky. Panic felt like a concrete block weighing Matthew down as he kept close to David, using his body as source of shelter and strength as Jade set a grueling pace down the highway. He didn’t know if Jade planned to herd them towards Galena, or if she had other plans in mind. What would he do if Jade pressed the gun to the back of his head and demanded they turn down another exit and head in a different direction? He’d fight her, but she already knew his weaknesses. She’d move that gun barrel to David, and Matthew would do whatever she asked. Ahead of him, the sky turned a little bit darker. David breathed a little bit heavier.

      He already knew, deep down, that he’d never be able to shoot her.

      “Walk faster,” Jade snapped from behind them. “I don’t want the sun to set on us out here.”

      Matthew glanced over his shoulder at her. The gun sat clenched in her hand, which was at her side. “We can’t walk all the way to Galena in an hour,” he said.

      “We could get a lot farther if you’d pick up the pace,” Jade said. The hand holding the gun jittered and bounced against her thigh. “Do you need an enticement? I know you’re a man of many words, Matt, but I bet you wouldn’t have much to say to this gun.”

      Matthew bit his lip and faced forward, his anger boiling just under the surface. His jaw ached from grinding his teeth in stress. He decided to try a new tactic. “My father needs to rest.”

      “We rested at the clinic.”

      “Over an hour ago!”

      “Then it’s the law of the jungle, isn’t it? Eat or be eaten. You know what I’ve learned from this? Nothing works out here, and everyone I meet betrays me in the end.”

      “We didn’t betray you. We felt unsafe in your company. We aren’t wrong.”

      “Shut up,” Jade snarled. “Shut your trap.” The gun bounced against her leg in soft thumps. Matthew hoped the safety was on. A million thoughts filled his mind about what they should do and how they should escape, but he couldn’t strain his father’s energy by putting them in danger. It was better to wait and see what Jade had planned before doing something reckless that might end up with one or both of them shot.

      The sun became a half circle against the horizon, illuminating clouds in red and gold. David’s steps had become sluggish, tripping more often than not against the flat road. He gripped Matthew’s hand, as if trying to transfer the pain in his chest to Matthew. Matthew wished he could take the burden from his father, hoist both packs over his back, but Jade had stopped him from doing something like that earlier. Matthew was at the verge of demanding to sit and was considering stopping and refusing to move as his hostage-given rights, when Jade called out, “We can stop up there, near that exit.”

      The sun had completely disappeared by the time they made it to the exit sign. David collapsed on the curb. Fatigue grayed his face. Sweat ran down his temples. Jade climbed on top of a stalled SUV and perched on the hood. Sitting cross-legged, she unwrapped a power bar and munched on it, watching them like a hawk from on high. Matthew coaxed water down David’s throat, handing him bits of power bar, and knew that if David were in his right mind, he’d admonish Matthew for treating him like a child.

      With the sun gone, the quick drop in temperature made Matthew shiver. Soon, Matthew plumped up their packs as pillows and lay down close to his father, the body heat meager between them. Luckily it was spring, Matthew thought. Lucky for them it wasn’t the dead of winter. David’s back was turned to Jade, and Matthew saw her adjust on top of the car until she could lie down, her eyes glimmering in the moonlight. The gun shone silver in her hands.

      “Dad,” Matthew breathed, trying to move his lips as little as possible. “I’ve got a plan.”

      David looked up at him, exhaustion warring in his eyes, but Matthew needed him to stay awake, just a little longer.

      “When she’s asleep,” Matthew whispered, “I’m going to take her down.”

      David licked his lips. “The gun,” he said, his voice reedy. “She has a holster at her back. Small. Half covered by her pants. If she puts the gun there, you’ll need to get her on her stomach.”

      “How should I do that?”

      David’s eyebrow rose. “You’re a large man, Matt. Brute force.”

      Matthew’s throat went dry. “Right.”

      “If the gun is in the holster, you’ll need to pin her down. Sit on her lower torso, get her arms under control somehow. Wrists in one hand. Grab the gun.”

      “I can’t shoot her, Dad.”

      “I know. I wouldn’t expect you to. Either threaten her with it or toss it to me. Just get it away from her. Safety will be on the side. It will show a red mark if it’s not on.”

      “What if she’s holding it and it’s not in the holster?”

      “Angle the gun away from her. No matter what, keep it away from you. Get her to release it. Slam her hands, whatever you have to do to loosen her grip on it. When she does, kick it away. Just be careful. She’s like a cat. Probably will kick you where it hurts the most, get my drift?”

      “Yeah,” Matthew said quietly. Then, “She’s just scared.”

      “Yes, she is, but Matthew, now is not the time for a bleeding heart. You don’t have to hurt her, but she will shoot you if she has to. I will not let her hurt my only son, do you understand? Do not make me live through that.”

      Matthew swallowed hard. “I won’t. I’ll be careful.”

      “Easier said than done,” David said.

      Should we just go with the flow? Somehow it seemed easier—safer, somehow—to comply with Jade than risk getting them hurt. Because if he took on Jade and failed, he knew he wouldn’t be walking any further to Galena. To the kids. To Kathleen. His story would end here, on the interstate.

      David’s eyes fluttered, fighting sleep. “Get some rest,” David muttered. “We both need it. Go for her in the morning, when she’s asleep and there’s light. In the morning.”

      “Yeah,” Matthew said even as the dark pull of sleep tugged at him. His eyes closed against his will, sending him into a dreamless unconsciousness, pockmarked with explosive moments of terror where he woke, wondering if Jade had done something, had planned something, had taken them off-guard. Sleep inevitably pulled him back under.

      When he finally managed to awaken, the sky had turned a dusky rose above, the moon a sliver against the radiance of the sun. Like a magnet, his eyes fixated on Jade, lax with sleep on top of the car. David breathed slowly beside him.

      Sitting up hurt, all Matthew’s joints stiff from lying on the hard pavement. He managed to get to his feet, then tried to imagine being like a panther as he slunk closer to the SUV. As he stepped on the hood of the car, the metal indented under his foot with a soft pop. He paused, watching Jade’s shoulders move rhythmically up and down. She lay on her side, her hands empty.

      Matthew put both feet on the hood and eased up the windshield. Jade’s jacket was rolled up slightly over her backside, showing the tanned leather holster—a side one, from the looks of it, that didn’t fit her slim waist and had been repurposed to fit against the small of her back. Easy. Like pretending to be the tooth fairy when Allison was young and he had to place the shiny quarter under her pillow. Easy. Slow.

      The soft thump thump of his hiking boots moving across the metal roof sounded like bombs in his ears. He crouched over her and wrapped his sweaty hand around the gun’s curved handle. As he lifted, Jade’s shoulders continued to rise and fall. The gun was halfway out. Just a little bit more. Almost there.

      Pain exploded in his forehead. Jade’s elbow had cocked back and collided with his face. He rocked on his heels and tightened his grip on the gun even as she rolled over, trying to trap his arm under him and then push him off the roof of the car. Her teeth bared at him. She let out a screech of rage just as her elbow pulled back, ready to smash into him again.

      Brute force. Matthew barely managed to dodge her elbow, and he pushed her back over, yanking frantically at the gun, keeping his hand far from the trigger. The gun slid out, finally cradled in his hand. Jade reached back over, grabbed his shirt collar, and with one forceful yank, rolled him over her and then pushed him off the car. He grabbed the fringe of her jacket, taking her with him.

      The ground pushed the air out of his lungs in a painful whoosh. He gasped, trying to breathe. On top of him, Jade scrambled for purchase, her hands clawing at his face. He held the gun up and over his head, his longer reach just managing to keep it out of her grasp. Finger away from the trigger. Finger away from the trigger.

      Jade’s fist slammed into his stomach, taking his breath away for the second time. She lunged upwards. Her hands wrapped around his wrist, scrambling for the gun, trying to make him release it. Like a game of hot potato, if the potato were a volatile weapon that could kill or wound at a moment’s notice. This is not gun safety, his mind helpfully supplied.

      He tried to push her off, get just enough of an advantage to throw her off him, but her knees pinned his sides and dug into his ribs. His ears rang from her screams, and his own frustrated cries lay trapped beneath his gritted teeth. She had to have drawn blood on his wrists—she was climbing him like a tree—and then he finally got enough lift with his chest to push her to the side. She slammed his hands on the pavement, and he cried out in pain. His grip weakened. Her fingers wrapped around the gun barrel—keep your hand off the trigger, Jade, hand off the trigger—

      Bang. His ears were immediately deafened by the loose gunshot. Screaming filtered in through the ringing silence and it had to have been him, he was the one screaming, was he the one wounded? The bellow filled his mind, clenched around his heart. It wasn’t him, it wasn’t him, it was…

      Dad.

      Oh god, was David shot? A fuzzy blanket of anger surrounded him. How could she have done this? They’d been kind to Jade, they’d helped her, and she shot his father. With a strength he didn’t know existed, he managed to bring his knee up and jam it into her stomach. She let out a sharp gasp. He tossed her off him and lunged to his knees, scrambling to his feet. The gun was still in his hands. He aimed it at her.

      Well. Aimed it just over her shoulder.

      “Dad?” Matthew shouted, even though his back was turned to his father. “Dad, say something. Are you all right?”

      “I’ve been better,” David wheezed out, his voice faint.

      Jade scrambled up to her knees, as if ready to lunge for Matthew and start the fight over again.

      “Don’t even think about it. Hands up,” Matthew said. Adrenaline surged through him, taking away the pain from the fall and the bloody gouges trailing up and down his forearms and wrists.

      Jade’s hands rose, her lower lip trembling. A gash covered her side, looking like road rash. She tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Listen to me,” Matthew said. “You’re going to leave us alone. You’re going to get out of my sight as fast as you can, do you hear me? I don’t want to hurt you, but you will not hurt me or my father again. Do you understand?”

      One swift nod of the head and suddenly she pivoted, shooting back the way they’d come, keeping her head down as she zig-zagged around the cars down the highway. As soon as Matthew lost sight of her, he turned, terrified to see the damage Jade had done. David slumped against the concrete curb, unmoving. Horror filled Matthew as he ran to his father, skidding on his knees. “Dad? Dad, answer me. Dad!”

      “Still…here. Thought I’d had another heart attack for a moment.” David winced as he raised his head. He clutched his arm. Blood seeped between his fingertips, dotting the ground. Without thinking, Matthew pressed his hands over the wound. David moaned in pain.

      “Is the bullet in it?” Matthew asked. He tried to inspect the wound as best he could. He was a marketing major for goodness sake, he had no idea what to look for in a wound, but he did know that he had to find out if the bullet was lodged inside. It looked more like a graze—although a deep one. Nothing appeared to be lodged inside. “I need bandages. Right. Bandages.”

      Dragging his abandoned backpack toward him, he dumped the food Jade had insisted they carry until he found the bandana he’d bought at the sporting goods store the day before. Had it really only been a day? It felt like a lifetime.

      Pressure. He wrenched David’s sleeve apart, and tried to make a loose tourniquet above the wound with the bandage. Using a new bottle of water, he splashed what he could over the gash, attempting to clean it out. With trembling hands, he popped open the first aid kit, ripping open sterile alcohol wipes. The blood had eased to a steady trickle and he tried not to focus on how much of it covered his hands. He then applied cotton swabs over the wound and wrapped gauze around David’s arm as best he could.

      “Do you need stitches?” Matthew asked helplessly. He didn’t know why he asked, only that he felt he should. He needed to hear his father say something, say anything. “I barely know how to sew. Not sure I can handle stitches.”

      “Good job, Dr. Riley,” David breathed out. “Knew you should’ve gone into the medical field.”

      “Don’t joke, how can you joke? You just got shot!” Matthew wiped his hand across his forehead. Small tremors shook his hands.

      “Give me some more aspirin,” David said.

      “Can you have that?” Matthew asked, feeling frantic. “What about your heart?”

      “I just got shot. I think my heart can give me a break.”

      Matthew busted open the bottle and David palmed a couple pills, took them without water. Matthew stood, giving David space, but he had to do something with the falling adrenaline leaving his body. He grabbed David’s bag and emptied out the crushed chip bags and melted chocolate bars onto the pavement as if angry at the inanimate objects for making him haul them all the way out here.

      He remembered how heavy everything had been and bit his lip. There was no way he’d be able to carry everything stolen from the store to Galena. He opened a bag of jerky, made himself eat and drink, before offering some to David. David took small pieces of the jerky and tried to stand.

      “Whoa,” Matthew said, grabbing his arm. “We can rest for a minute, the whole day if you want.”

      “We need to get home,” David said, using Matthew like his crutch. “Now more than ever.”

      Unable to speak, Matthew nodded. His father was right. Now more than ever.
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      Ruth knew she’d need to go to the grocery store. Her attempts at canning the remaining food in the hotel had been moderately successful, and the meat preservation hadn’t turned out too terrible—if at first you don’t succeed and all that nonsense—but now they needed to get actual food from an actual store. Any scheduled deliveries from town had been woefully absent. The power was still off. She hadn’t heard from the rest of her family in days. So, Ruth decided, not only would she go into town for food on her own, but she’d find out if she could find a working phone and try to call her husband.

      She didn’t expect Patton to have so many opinions on the matter.

      “I’m coming with you.” Patton’s eyes blazed fiercely as she stuffed her reusable grocery bags into a backpack. “I’m stronger than you. You need my help.”

      “Patton, someone has to stay behind and watch the hotel,” Ruth said, flustered.

      “Then you stay behind while I go into town,” Patton said. “I’m fast and could make it there and back like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      “Think of what your mother would say. She’d skin us both.” Ruth zipped up the backpack and gave Patton a stern look.

      “She doesn’t have to know.”

      Ruth rolled her eyes. “There’s no way I’m keeping a secret like that from Kathleen.”

      “Grandma, I’m not five. We have to stick together.” His mouth became a mulish line, a headstrong trait that reminded her of David. “What if something happens when you’re gone?” Patton continued. “I don’t want to be here by myself. Besides, you’ll need my help carrying everything up the mountain.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The walk down the mountain would take an hour or so, but then she faced the task of walking uphill with all of her purchases. Together, they’d be faster and be able to bring more food back to the hotel. Plus, she wouldn’t have to spend all day worried about Patton while he was out of her sight. Ruth let out a sigh, knowing he’d successfully convinced her. “Fine. You win.”

      Patton’s face brightened. “We lock the hotel up. Leave a note in case someone comes looking. We’re not even officially open, anyway. Who’s gonna come up here?”

      “Yes, yes. Get on your hiking boots before I change my mind.”

      “You won’t be sorry.” Patton knelt down and tugged on his shoes. Ruth shook her head, wishing her own hiking boots weren’t twenty years old. If the Riley family planned to live in a mountain town and do all the mountain activities, they’d better get their act together and buy gear fit for the mountain terrain and weather, especially if these power outages were actually a normal occurrence up here. She had an old windbreaker and cardigan on, but the sharp suits and flowery blouses she once wore as an administrative assistant filled more of her closet than any rough-and-tough gear.

      As they began walking down the road and away from the hotel, Ruth couldn’t help but take a deep breath to appreciate the moment. Small green buds covered some of the tree branches. The spring wind rustled through the pine boughs that looked greener by the minute. Patton chattered idly next to her, telling her about his school classes, about how proud he was that their meat preservation technique had worked, about how he and his friends liked to watch old horror movies and make fun of their dramatics. The walk passed quickly with such pleasant company, and soon enough, houses appeared along the road. Galena Grocery, the local mercantile, stood on the outskirts of town in hopes that development would follow it. The parking lot was empty, but Ruth shrugged her worry away. It was the middle of the morning, after all. People were probably at work or at home preparing for the week. Nothing to worry about.

      She reached for the glass door, noticing that it had been propped open with a wood block. Through the windows, the check-out stations looked abandoned. No one waited to greet them. No one stood in line or manned the stations. Frowning, she opened the door carefully. “Stay close, Patton,” she said.

      Patton gave her a concerned look.

      A strange smell met her nostrils—something off and rancid. Patton’s nose scrunched up and he softly gagged before asking, “What is that smell?”

      “Bad meat,” Ruth said quietly, stunned that such a smell would exist in a grocery store. Perhaps they got a bad shipment in and that was why she didn’t see anyone working: they were all dealing with whatever had created such a rank smell. She tried to offer Patton a reassuring smile, but he saw through it, and frowned in response.

      “Let’s get what we came for,” Ruth suggested, grabbing a cart. “Stick close together, like you wanted.”

      Patton nodded. Together, they eased into the store and down the canned food aisle. The smell worsened. The shelves looked disorganized, as if the goods had been thrown around or rifled through. Not much remained. Ruth put rice and pasta in her cart, quickly moving to the next aisle where she selected peanut butter and a variety of canned vegetables and fruits, noting that at the end of the aisle, the display of local organic coffee had been tipped over. Coffee beans spilled on the floor. No one had cleaned it up. Ruth felt out of place, unwelcome. The sounds of her shopping felt loud and intrusive in the unusually quiet store. It was as if the whole place had been abandoned.

      “Grandma.” Patton sounded worried. “This feels like the zombie apocalypse.”

      “One of those horror movies?” she asked. She decided to bypass the cart completely and began stuffing everything she wanted to buy in the reusable bags they’d brought.

      “Yeah,” Patton said softly. “Where is everybody?”

      Ruth knew the question was rhetorical. She had no answer to give. “Let’s get milk and eggs and get out of here.”

      They walked to the cold section. The smell became stronger, and Ruth took shallow breaths when she saw the refrigerator doors thrown open, the saran-wrapped meat punctured and turning, the packages of frozen pizzas and lasagnas looking wilted from thaw. Rot. That’s what the smell was. Rotting food.

      “Can I get some trail mix?” Patton asked and Ruth nodded absently. Patton disappeared from her side and Ruth approached the Employees Only door near the milk, thinking to peek her head inside, ask if anyone was around, try to figure out what had happened here. Shelves that weren’t full of food turning bad were empty, and she knew now the place had been raided. The smell got worse, now with a metallic tang that wouldn’t leave the back of her throat. She put her hand over her mouth and nose, and suddenly froze.

      A red-black puddle pooled from underneath the closed door. As if someone had been…as if something had happened…

      Oh god. What if it wasn’t just bad meat that was rotting in the store?

      Ruth swallowed hard, filled with an instinct to flee. Grab her grandson. Get out of here. Whatever or whoever had caused that puddle under the door might still be in the store. She turned on her heel as Patton popped out of the snacks aisle, two packages of candy in one hand and trail mix in the other.

      “Grandma, can I have—”

      “Yes, put it in the bag. Everything. Quick. Now, Patton, put it in the bag.”

      “What’s wrong?” Patton asked as he dumped the food in their bulging sacks.

      “It’s time to leave.” Ruth pushed his shoulder, angling herself in his line of sight so he wouldn’t glimpse the puddle. She herded him to the front of the store and then bypassed the check-out stand, heading straight out the door.

      “Don’t we have to pay?” Patton asked.

      “Nope, it’s customer appreciation day. Come on, keep up.”

      “That sounds unlikely,” Patton said, scrutinizing her, even as he unwrapped the foil of his Twix bar.

      “We’ll pay them back some other time,” Ruth said, realizing she might have just endorsed stealing. “Here, I’ll pay for what I can now.” She pulled her backpack off, yanked out her wallet, and placed a wad of cash on one of the check-out counters. Not enough for everything in her shopping bags, she was certain, but at least Patton wouldn’t see her actively committing theft. She definitely didn’t want him to question her enough that she’d be forced to look for a cashier and stumble on another...well, whatever that puddle was on the floor. “There, your chocolate bar is paid for,” she added. “Let’s go.”

      “If you say so.” Mouth full of chocolate and caramel, Patton luckily didn’t ask her anything else as they followed the road back the way they’d come.

      The delight and meditative relaxation Ruth had felt earlier disappeared. She replayed the image of that red-black puddle. Should she have looked for others? Sought help? Found out if someone was hurt?

      Her hands shook. She couldn’t stop them.
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      Somehow, Ruth managed to stop thinking about what had happened in the store to find herself halfway up the mountain with Patton on his third candy bar. Chocolate was stuck in the corners of his mouth, his eyes glazed with a sugar rush. Her legs burned from exertion, and she realized her hands ached from white-knuckling the grocery bags. The backpack she wore—filled with other produce and their water bottles—weighed on her shoulders.

      “Uh oh,” Patton said. “Looks like someone had some car trouble.”

      Ruth looked up to see a white delivery truck pulled off on the side of the road. Hope filled her. Could this be the food delivery they’d been waiting on for the hotel? The back was wide open, and as Ruth peered around the sides, she didn’t see anyone looking after the vehicle.

      “Hey, look,” Patton said, opening the back door wider and looking inside. “That’s a ton of food in here!”

      “This has to be our delivery,” Ruth said, poking her head inside to see lots of fresh vegetables and packaged meat. Luckily, the rancid smell of the grocer’s was not present here. “Looks like the car died. Patton, get off of there.”

      Patton took his foot off the bumper with a sheepish grin. “Sorry. Grandma, I don’t see anyone around here that will take care of the food. Should we wait for someone to come back?”

      Ruth hesitated. She felt skittish from what she’d seen earlier at the store. She didn’t want to jeopardize the food they’d already gotten from the grocer’s by waiting for whoever had left theirs here in the first place.

      “We can’t let the meat go bad like at the store. There’s so much in here.” Patton peered further inside, his head cocked to the side in curiosity.

      Shame flushed Ruth’s cheeks as she thought of how she’d simply taken the groceries from the store without a second thought, driven by her fear to leave the shop as fast as possible. At least she’d left some cash. “Let’s drop our stuff off at the hotel and come back. If this van is still here, we can take some of the food back to the hotel and leave a note for the driver. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Patton smiled at her and took one of the reusable bags. “Let me.”

      “Thanks, honey.”

      It was close to an hour later by the time they’d gotten to the hotel and unloaded all of their foodstuffs. Ruth checked the freezer. It was still somewhat cold inside, and she sighed, resolved that they’d have to survive on the dry and boxed food until David or Matthew came back. She wondered where they could be, and hoped they’d get in touch soon. In the meantime, Patton kept speculating about the mysterious van and its non-existent owner. “You watch too many fantasy movies,” Ruth pointed out as he ran to put his shoes back on so they could trek down the mountain to see if the van was still there. The late morning had become early afternoon, and as soon as they rounded the third switchback, the white delivery van came into view.

      It hadn’t moved, but now the hood was popped open. A man dressed in corduroy overalls was peering inside at the engine. Ruth let out a relieved breath, pleased the van hadn’t been entirely abandoned. Now she could help this man instead of taking his produce and leaving a note for him.

      “Hi there,” she said and the man turned. She gave him a small wave. “Sorry about your van. We saw it on our walk about an hour ago. Do you need any help?”

      “Oh, it’s not my van.” The man smiled and held out his hand. “I’m the town’s mechanic. Born and raised in Galena. Samuel West.”

      “I’m Ruth, and this is my grandson, Patton.” She noticed the overalls were oil- and grease-stained, his name embroidered in white over his left breast pocket. Ruth’s nose wrinkled as she took his hand, smelling the familiar scent of gin and underneath that, a dark smoky hint of whiskey.

      “What’s wrong with the van?” Patton asked, looking into the engine with interest.

      “From the looks of things, the alternator is fried. Hadn’t been replaced in a long time and that tends to happen. I was heading up to see if the city-folks at the River Rock hotel needed any help, but then I came across this van and thought I’d see what I could do.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” Ruth gave him a small smile. “We thought the goods in the van might spoil, so we planned to save what we could and leave a note. Do you know who the van belongs to?”

      “No idea, but I’d be more than happy to help you fine people out.” Samuel grinned. He had to be younger than Matthew, but time had not been kind to him. Gray peppered his reddish-brown hair. Wrinkles lined his forehead. The yellow tinge to his skin that could only come from heavy drinking left Ruth feeling uneasy. The black-red stain from the store flashed through her mind.

      “Oh, that’s fine. Now that you’re here looking after the van, I don’t feel so worried about the food going bad. I’m sure you’ll have the vehicle working in no time.” Ruth put her hand on Patton, who looked up at her in confusion. “Let’s head back home. Nice to meet you, Samuel.”

      “Feeling’s mutual,” he said. “Honestly though, some of the food will spoil. Take some of it at least, I insist. I’ll stick around and let the owner know.”

      Ruth felt caged, but she didn’t want to oppose this man in any way. She couldn’t understand why she felt so hesitant around Samuel, but nodded anyway and filled their reusable bags with milk, eggs, bacon, vegetables, and things she could can if needed. Then she waved goodbye without another word, hating the worry that filled her. Samuel was probably just being kind and most likely thought Ruth rude, but she didn’t have the energy for niceties. She didn’t have energy to combat her instincts telling her to be on her guard. Reminding her that anything could happen to anyone. That the red-black puddle in the grocery store came from somewhere and it wasn’t because someone was feeling kind.

      Nothing wrong with being careful, she told herself. Nothing wrong with trusting her gut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Ruth shut the hotel door behind her, she slid the lock into place and felt a sudden sense of overwhelming calm. Her reaction to Samuel had been silly, but as they’d walked back to the hotel, she finally understood why he’d made her feel so uneasy.

      Even though his smile had looked more like a leer and he’d reeked of alcohol, what right did he have to offer her goods from someone else’s van as if he owned them? She was furious at herself for taking them. If the van’s owner demanded she repay him, she’d do it tenfold. For some reason, she’d felt threatened by Samuel, and her response made her seethe with anger that she hadn’t stood up to him. With a sigh, she followed Patton into the kitchen and began unloading the truck goods. They’d taken far more than she’d thought. In her daze, she hadn’t noticed that they’d procured a good-sized haul. The food would keep them stocked up for a long time.

      “The lights still aren’t on,” Patton said, as he laid out more cucumbers and carrots as if they would can them immediately. “That’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Ruth said, laying out fruits in the same manner. She could make freezer jam with it.

      “That Samuel guy was weird too.”

      “I thought so too, but why do you say that?”

      Patton shrugged and it struck Ruth again at how mature he had become over the last few days. “He kept looking at you in a way I didn’t like.” Patton took a deep breath, as if uncertain his next statement would be welcome. “Grandma, I think we should make the hotel unwelcoming. I don’t want people like Samuel coming up here, thinking he has an open invitation because he helped us. I watched this King Arthur movie once, and they put up defenses around their castle just in case of attack. We should do the same.”

      Ruth paused, sad that Patton’s carefree attitude had begun to slip away. “Do you not feel safe in the hotel?” she asked.

      “I do, but I wish we had a moat.” He glumly folded the reusable bags.

      Ruth ran her hands through Patton’s wild hair, pulling him into a hug. She hated that he didn’t feel safe, but if he needed some sort of additional security, she’d do anything in her power to give it to him. The only thing was that she had no idea what to do. The run-down hotel had always been a family-owned property from what the estate executor had told them, and he’d been happy it was going to pass into the hands of another family focused on developing a small business. The Riley clan had been pleased with the reduced price, despite the estimated renovation costs, but now the creaky floors and bad seal on the windows seemed less like something they had to fix and more like a security risk. “Patton, I’m so sorry you feel unsafe. I don’t know how to make the hotel more secure. We can lock the doors, but otherwise, I’m at a loss. Do you have any ideas?”

      Patton turned thoughtful. “A security system, maybe?”

      Ruth laughed. “I’m not sure anyone will be available to install one.”

      “Get creative, Grandma. I meant we could make one. Like with bells.”

      “Or cans,” Ruth said, noting the soda cans that lingered in the trash. Anything that made noise could be strung together, like tinsel. “We could string cans together and hang them around the doors and windows.”

      “That way, if anyone entered, we’d hear it.” A grin spread across Patton’s face. “Let’s do it.”
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      As soon as twilight covered the sky, Ruth put her hands on her hips and surveyed their work. Twine roped around the top of the doors and large picture windows with soda cans and tin from the garage dangling from the ends like Christmas lights. Patton tested the door, opening it carefully from the outside. The jangle of cans clinking together and against the glass filled her ears. If anyone tried to enter, they’d hear it.

      Cans sat along the windowsills as well. While they’d run out of supplies to make enough twine-string alarms for every window, Patton pointed out that if they simply stuck a can against the window, if anyone tried to get in, the sound of it clattering to the floor would make enough noise that they’d be able to hear it. All Ruth could think was that she was glad the cans were on the inside of the hotel. She could only imagine the chaos that would ensue if the cans had to be on the outside and chipmunks kept accidentally knocking over their homemade alarms by accident.

      The security system definitely made Patton feel more at ease. Ruth could tell by the relaxation in his shoulders, the way he teased her more and laughed at her jokes. She tried to put herself in his shoes and understood why he’d need an extra feeling of safety. Obviously, she detected that he was concerned about his parents’ and sister’s well-being, and was trying to combat that uneasiness in any way he could.

      Fatigue pulled at Ruth. Patton listed into her side, his head resting against her shoulder as if reflecting her exhaustion. She leaned down and said into his ear, “I’m proud of you. This was a good idea. Way better than a moat.”

      “We did so much today,” Patton said with a yawn.

      Ruth resisted yawning in response. “I never thought I’d spend my day walking back and forth from town and then creating an alarm system. Maybe we should make it an early night?” she asked him. “Something quick for dinner?”

      Patton nodded and surveyed the room. “I could pass out right now. We did good, Grandma. No one will get in.”

      Ruth had to smile. It made her heart warm to see Patton at ease and once more comfortable in the hotel when before he’d been so on edge. They meandered back to the kitchen, where Ruth whipped up the eggs from the truck and fried the bacon. Breakfast for dinner again. Patton didn’t complain, though, inhaling the food and then leaning back in his chair with a too-full groan. “You really think the cans were a good idea?”

      “One of your better ones,” Ruth said, finishing up her scrambled eggs. “Tomorrow, we’ll brainstorm ways to make the hotel better protected. Right now, though, I’m dead on my feet,” she admitted. These old bones need rest. She wasn’t thirty anymore.

      She dumped their dishes in the sink, promising to clean them tomorrow, and then steered Patton to his room where he slumped on his bed. “Get your pajamas on and brush your teeth,” she said and grinned at his responding moan. After her bedtime rituals—her mouth minty from brushing, her comfortable pajamas on—she sank into her bed with a content sigh.

      She didn’t remember falling asleep, but a sudden shatter paired with the jangle of aluminum jerked her out of a deep slumber. She jumped out of bed and barely managed to wrap a shawl around her shoulders before stumbling out into the hallway.

      Patton’s terrified face met hers. “What was that?” he asked, his voice high-pitched with fear.

      “I don’t know. Go back into your room. I’ll take a look.” Worry clenched her heart, fear at what waited for them, of who might be inside their home. The red-black puddle flashed through her mind again, and she swore she’d protect Patton at all costs.

      “No, Grandma, we stick together.” He took her hand.

      He’s only twelve, Ruth reminded herself as she squeezed his cold hand. He shouldn’t be worried about me, shouldn’t be worried about people breaking into the hotel. She took a deep breath. “Stay close behind me.”

      They picked their way down into the main room. Ruth wished she could chase away the darkness by flipping on the light, and if they made it through the night without a problem, she’d make sure she kept a baseball bat at her bedside in case something like this happened again. The sharp whoosh of the wind filled her ears, and the temperature dropped as they entered the hotel’s cozy lobby.

      Ruth let out a soft gasp. The two big picture windows had been smashed, leaving the rugs on the floor covered in glass. The stars twinkled beyond the dark rise of mountains, the moon providing just enough light for Ruth to see their makeshift security system sprawled on the floor in a tangle of twine and tin. Usually, staring out those windows filled Ruth with contentment, especially in the morning when she could see the mountain slopes glazed in sunlight. Now, the sight sent chills downs her spine.

      She carefully picked her way across the glass to look out the windows, surveying the damage to the exterior of the hotel. There were two deep dents in the siding. This wasn’t some wild animal getting lost and accidentally running into the windows. This was like someone had taken a hammer to the siding. This was done with intent.

      Ruth’s mind raced. Who would want to do the hotel—or them—harm? What would have happened if Patton hadn’t insisted on putting up defenses? She shivered, both from the cold and the thought. “Patton," she said softly, "let’s go get some of that old plywood from the shed and saran wrap. We’ll cover up the windows as best we can to keep the cold out. We don’t want the hotel to turn into an iceberg.”

      Patton nodded, looking solemn. Together, they went out back and by moonlight, gathered staples, nails, what plastic sheeting she could find, cardboard, and cheap wood and hauled it inside the hotel. She busted up pallets from previous shipments and laid out the wood panels, banging nails into the wallpaper to board up the broken windows. Patton remained quiet, yet stayed close as he helped her cover up the picture windows with a mix of wood, cardboard, and plastic. The wind battered against the plastic, but luckily it held firm. Finally, together they repaired the security system of can and twine and slung it once more across the window, although Ruth had a feeling it wouldn’t have the same effect if someone tried to break in again.

      She hoped no one would. She wasn’t sure what she would do if they did.

      “That’s all we can do tonight,” she said, taking a step back to survey their work. She pulled Patton into a one-handed hug. “Let’s get some rest.”

      Distress filled Patton’s face as Ruth smoothed the hair back from his forehead. He blinked up at her with exhausted, but anxious eyes. “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep at all, Grandma.”

      “You should try.”

      “I’m serious. There’s no way I’m going to sleep.”

      Ruth sighed and ran a hand along her own forehead, feeling the inklings of a headache. “Honestly, I probably couldn’t either,” she admitted.

      “What if they come back?” Patton asked. “What if someone tries to break in again?”

      “We’ll be ready for them. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      "Promise?” Patton asked, the maturity stripped away momentarily to show the worried boy beneath.

      “Promise,” she said. “Cross my heart.”

      “Okay,” Patton said softly. “I’m still not going to be able to sleep, though.”

      “Come over here,” Ruth said and slumped on one of the old lobby couches. Patton sat down next to her. After a moment, he stretched out and rested his head in her lap. She rubbed his back.

      “I won’t let anyone hurt you,” Ruth repeated, hoping he could drift to sleep.

      To her surprise, she felt his hand tighten in hers. “I won’t let anyone hurt you either,” Patton said.
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      When Kathleen and Allison stopped to rest, Kathleen took the gun out of the holster and showed Allison how to use it. She showed Allison how to hold the gun, position her stance, keep her arms relaxed, and how to aim. They didn’t have enough rounds to practice shooting, but Allison handled the gun like she would something sacred: with wide eyes and respect.

      Rhonda’s warnings had spooked them both. Kathleen wanted Allison to be able to protect herself if needed. She needed to keep her daughter safe, and teaching her how to use the weapon was the best way she knew how. She always felt on her guard, as if someone was watching them. Following them.

      The second time they stopped for a snack and a bottle of water, Kathleen’s worry had slipped away. They were making excellent time. The numbing rumble of tires on the road had become almost meditative, and their pace was fast and sustainable. She never thought they’d be able to conquer so much distance in such a short amount of time, especially once they hit the highway and could zoom past stalled cars or stick to the side of the road and just cruise. They were by no means close to Galena, but they were much farther than she’d expected they’d be. She grinned at her daughter who munched on Rhonda’s trail mix and leaned against her bike, looking ready to take on the road.

      The third time they stopped, Kathleen devoured a strip of jerky while stretching out the tightness in her calves. Allison groaned as she stretched, her arms high overhead. Her backpack sat near her feet along with Kathleen’s. When the sound of a choking diesel engine starting up filled the air, Kathleen snapped her head up. Her heart sank when she saw a familiar beige truck roar towards her and then screech to a stop beside them, close enough she could’ve reached out to touch the paint. She barely had a chance to back up and grab her bike before the grinning faces of young men with a bone to pick jumped out of the truck and surrounded her and Allison.

      “What do you want?” Kathleen snarled, her bike clattering to the ground. She wanted her hands free for this. The guardrail was behind her, the truck in front, and men on either side. They were effectively trapped. The leader leered at her, and she recognized him as the one she’d held at gunpoint. He lunged for Allison, grabbing her arm and yanking her closer, but Allison tugged back and broke his grip, standing closer to Kathleen. He settled for grabbing Kathleen’s backpack instead, and handing it off to one of his friends.

      “Long time, no see, ladies,” the leader said. “Looks like you haven’t lost your spunk. We got off on the wrong foot before, but us boys figured you might be more in a party mood now that you’re out in the open all by yourselves. What do you say? Ready to play nice and have a good time?”

      “No thank you,” Kathleen said tightly, fear clenching in her chest. The leader threw his head back and laughed while his friends mimicked him.

      “Get lost,” Allison piped up besides Kathleen. “We don’t want anything to do with you. Just leave us alone.”

      The leader’s grin suddenly seemed frozen in place, before melting into an angry smirk. “Is that what you say when a nice guy like myself asks you out on a date? Did you just throw my invitation back in my face? Looks like you know nothing about respect.” The leader took a step closer. “Andrew Lang deserves respect.”

      “Respect has to be earned,” Allison said hotly. “You’ve done nothing but stalk us—”

      Kathleen held her hand out to cut Allison off. Here, they were like mice being played with by hungry cats. The men loomed around them, the same nasty glint shining in their eyes, ready to sink their claws in. One ripped open the backpack, rooting through it until he found the nylon bag. Opening it up, he scattered Max’s clothes and shoes over the pavement. “Nothing here,” he said. Kathleen swallowed hard, thinking they were probably looking for the gun, thinking about what Rhonda had said.

      If she had to grovel, she would. If she had to apologize for simply being a woman on the road, she would. Protect your daughter at all costs.

      “We’re sorry you feel you’ve been disrespected,” she started, and even saying something so untrue made her skin crawl, “but my daughter and I are simply trying to get home. We have nothing you’d want.”

      “Hear that, Andrew? She’s sorry you feel disrespected,” one of the men hooted.

      Kathleen raised her voice to drown the others out. “If we offended you, we’re sorry. We meant no harm. Everyone is frazzled and stressed with everything that’s going on. We both jumped to conclusions when I saw you with my daughter back in Chicago. I know a group of good men like you wouldn’t mean her any harm.”

      Next to her, Allison made a buzzing sound of anger. Kathleen refused to look at her, knowing she’d see her daughter flushed with fury. If Kathleen showed Allison she was bluffing for even a second, Allison wouldn’t be able to lie to the men. She wouldn’t be able to grovel. Kathleen had to do the hard part and degrade herself in front of these men to keep them both safe. She bent down and grabbed Allison’s backpack, opening it and showing the men what was inside. They peered at the food and water bottles, but Andrew didn’t look phased. Kathleen zipped it back up and handed it to Allison. Allison slung it over her shoulders with bold, defiant motions, as if daring the men to come and take it from her.

      Andrew crept closer, the smirk turning into a frown as he stared into Kathleen’s face. “Really now. You’re sorry for what you did back in Chicago? Sorry for shoving a gun into my face?”

      “Yes,” Kathleen said, her throat dry. “We’re just trying to get home. Please, let us. You have good hearts, don’t you? I know you do.”

      “It’s funny,” Andrew drawled, “I’m familiar with what a woman looks like when she lies and you’re doing it right now without even blinking. You’re a pretty good liar, aren’t you? I really hate liars, though.”

      “I’m not—”

      The slap rocked her backwards, exploded her world into blackness and stars. Dimly, she realized she’d fallen backwards and landed on her knees. Hands scrambled at her shoulders, pulling her, and she realized Allison was trying to help her up.

      He hit me.

      Gravel and glass from old wrecks and shattered bottles cut into her hand. Blood filled her mouth. She’d bitten the inside of her cheek. A ringing took up in her ears. She thought she heard Allison scream and the scuffle of shoes being dragged along the ground. Something soft smacked her and the jingle of a zipper. Her pack, being thrown back at her.

      He hit me.

      Kathleen’s fists clenched, pressing the gravel embedded in her palms deeper. She had never been a violent woman. She’d never been struck in anger or rage before; honestly, no one had ever hit her in her life. She’d never hit anyone in retaliation. She always looked down on those who took advantage of the less fortunate. Violence had seemed silly when problems could be worked out with words instead of fists. Now here she was: her cheekbone throbbing, her eyes pinched and watering in pain, her pride wounded. Battered on the side of the road.

      The leather belt along her waist had warmed to her body heat. The gun felt like a solution to a question she didn’t want to ask.

      Protect your daughter at all costs.

      Allison cried out again, this time her anger sounding farther away and threaded through with fear. The sun warmed Kathleen’s back, providing clarity as sharp as a razor blade. She knew what she had to do. Max, thank you for looking out for me. For us.

      Her hand reached behind her and slipped under her sweat-soaked shirt.

      I don’t know why you needed this, but I don’t care. The gun was solid in her hands and came out of the holster easily. I’m grateful you sent it to me. She laughed internally, said the motto that had somehow become their secret mantra. Virginia is for Lovers.
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      Andrew. What a normal name, Andrew. Who knew that a man named Andrew would be the one to backhand her. That a man named Andrew would be the reason Kathleen had blood in her mouth.

      Kathleen staggered to her feet as the world sloshed to the side before intensely re-focusing. She took one step back and kept her arms tucked behind her, hiding the gun against her backside and leg. The molded plastic and metal felt grounding, something she could trust to defend herself and her daughter. Her eyes fixed on Allison, who was clutched close to a man with blue coveralls and a bucktoothed smile. His hand gripped her neck, his other arm wrapped around her waist and holding her steady with a hand on her hip. Allison’s blue eyes flashed in terror as a dark understanding passed between her and Kathleen.

      Kathleen knew if Andrew managed to backhand her again, getting up would be much harder the second time around. He wouldn’t stop there and would most likely do anything to keep her down. She stepped over her backpack, bent her knees, and steadied her stance. If she didn’t do something, it wouldn’t be simply her life at risk. The man pawing at her daughter would take so much more from them both if Kathleen didn’t do something.

      She’d been nice. She’d begged and asked and pleaded. Allison was under Kathleen’s protection and she’d go down fighting if it meant she kept her daughter safe.

      Andrew took a step closer to her. Kathleen whipped her arms around, leveling the gun barrel straight at him. Second time must be a charm. Her heart cried out in negation, warring with the screaming instinct in her stomach. I want to hurt him. I don’t want to hurt him. Not like this.

      “That’s where that gun got to,” Andrew drawled, taking another step forward. Kathleen took another one back, feeling like she was dancing with him. Her back hit the guard rail. There was nowhere else for her to go.

      I want him to regret what he put us through. I don’t want to kill him. But I might have to.

      The man holding Allison leaned down to whisper in her ear, his lips curling into a leer. Allison let out a choked sound and then closed her eyes as if in defeat.

      “Get your men and get in your truck and get away from us,” Kathleen said, knowing this would be his final warning, but she had to give him one more chance. “I know how to use this. Let my daughter go and no one will get hurt.”

      Andrew smirked at her. “I’m not letting you go anywhere.”

      Fear overwhelmed Kathleen, overpowering any morality holding her back. Her finger hooked around the trigger. She squinted, tears in her eyes, and deliberately pointed the gun just over Andrew’s shoulder. She considered taking a warning shot to scare him until he backed off and show she meant business, but her hand trembled. What if she hit Allison?

      Allison whimpered and Kathleen watched the man holding her snarl into her ear, turning to push her sideways just enough so that she was out of Kathleen’s line of sight. Kathleen’s breath caught in her chest—this was her only chance. She couldn’t doubt her choices any longer. If it was between these men and Allison, Kathleen would choose Allison every time. She pulled the trigger, slow and easy, but she still wasn’t prepared for the shock or sound.

      The recoil sent Kathleen’s arms jerking up and over her head. She barely held onto the gun. The ringing whine of the gunshot deafened her for a brief moment. The men surrounding them looked from her to their fallen leader in horror.

      In front of her, Andrew’s hand flew to his neck. A spurt of blood cascaded through his fingers, darkening the collar of his shirt. His eyes looked like round coins as he took another dragging step towards her, as if he suddenly couldn’t control his feet. She aimed the gun back at him and hoped no one could see her shaking hands. A cold wedge of ice settled in her stomach at what she’d done.

      She’d shot someone. She’d shot someone.

      “Don’t come any closer,” she whispered. “I’ll do it again. Just try me.”

      Andrew collapsed to his knees like a rag doll. Kathleen tried to hold back a sob. She hadn’t meant to hurt him so badly. She just wanted to scare him enough to make him leave her alone. Andrew’s fingers moved just enough for Kathleen to see she’d shot him in the neck. With a sudden spike of numb terror, she realized she could go to prison for this, that she might join Max in his orange jumpsuit attire. What would her parents think? Both children imprisoned for drugs and murder.

      Kathleen would lose her children. She’d lose her husband. Her whole life ended because she tried to defend herself and her daughter from men who would have done much worse to them.

      Andrew collapsed onto his stomach with a gurgle. Kathleen side-stepped around him, drawing the attention of the crew from their dying leader to her. Don’t back down now, she thought, and pointed the gun up at them. “Let my daughter go,” she said, surprised at how steady her voice sounded.

      Tears cascaded down Allison’s cheeks. Sobs shook her shoulders. Kathleen wished she hadn’t killed Andrew, whispered silent apologies that Allison had been exposed to such violence. Would Allison hate her for what she’d done? She couldn’t let a thought like that distract her. Not now.

      The man holding Allison loosened his grip, and Kathleen took three long strides forwards, wrenched Allison out of the man’s arms, and shoved Allison behind her. Slowly, she began to edge back towards their fallen bikes. Kathleen waved the gun at them. “You think I’ll end it there?” she asked, her words coming from a place of both fight-or-flight and motherly protection. “If you come after us again, I’ll shoot all of you. You follow us, you’ll all be on the ground.”

      The gurgling from Andrew turned into a whimper followed by a terrible silence. The man who’d been pawing at Allison eased back towards the beige truck with his hands held up, palms out. “We won’t, ma’am,” he said softly.

      “Don’t be stupid again,” Kathleen shouted as she let go of Allison to upright her bike. “Do you understand me? Don’t you ever threaten anyone like you just did again.”

      The men didn’t answer, the same shell-shocked look mimicked on all of their faces. They glanced from her to their now unmoving leader on the gravel. A pool of blood seeped out around Andrew’s head and Kathleen tried not to imagine the blood creeping towards her. She thanked her lucky stars that Andrew’s face was turned away from her, that she couldn’t see the emptiness of it.

      Allison sobbed as she scooped up Kathleen’s backpack and managed to get on her bike. Kathleen stuck the gun back in the holster and jumped on hers, terrified that the men would try to block them now that the threat was removed. They didn’t do anything but move out of her way, and Allison hung Kathleen’s bag from her handlebars as they peeled out onto the flat road that led towards Galena and far from the chaos behind them.

      Allison cruised ahead of her, picking up speed until they were full-out pedaling away from the truck and the dead man. Kathleen could barely keep up, but she was grateful for the distraction. Dusk raced across the sky in purple and pink twilight. The ice wedge inside Kathleen wouldn’t melt. It floated inside her like an iceberg and threatened to freeze her with everything she’d done. Tears pressed against her eyes; a mixture of guilt, fear, and adrenaline. The road rumbled under her tires, and she pedaled until her breath came out in gasps, putting as much distance as possible between her and the dead man on the asphalt. She tried not to think of the facts. The inevitable answer to the equation she’d just lived through.

      She and Allison had been threatened. She’d murdered a man. Not in cold blood, but she’d still taken a life.

      Had Max ever used his gun for such a purpose? Did she have some dark stain on her now that labeled her a criminal, a bad woman, a terrible mother? Wasn’t she just protecting her daughter? If she hadn’t killed him, what would have happened?

      We would have died, she thought. Awful things would have happened to me. To Allison.

      But was it worth murder?

      Yes, she thought. The realization stuck in her throat like a fish bone. If push came to shove, she’d do it all again. She’d kill Andrew a hundred times if it meant keeping Allison safe.
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      Fear and frustration filled Matthew as he and David stumbled down the highway. The morning sun had crept over the sky, and while Matthew was bathed in sweat from exertion, David shook with fever beside him. Tense silence lay between them, thick with unsaid worries and survival focus. Matthew didn’t know what to do to help his father: he’d bandaged David’s arm wound as best as he could, but David was struggling. Had Matthew given him too much aspirin? Had his dad bled so much because of the blood-thinner? Was David’s insistence they keep going putting more strain on his heart that it could handle?

      “We need to stop for a rest,” Matthew said. David didn’t argue and seemed to collapse against the guard rail lining this section of the highway. Matthew slipped both backpacks off his shoulders and knelt beside David. He finally voiced the fear that had been strangling him all morning, “Dad, are you really all right? What can I do?”

      “I don’t know,” David admitted, his voice thin and reedy. “I feel cold.”

      Matthew swept his hand over David’s forehead. Clammy to the touch paired with an unnatural heat. “Your fever is getting worse,” he said, peering into David’s glassy eyes. Matthew recalled when Patton had been sent home from school once, his flushed cheeks paired with a tremor that cascaded through his small body. Matthew had made him drink lots of fluids and forced him to take a cool bath and made sure his son got lots of rest. Now, though, he didn’t think the same remedies would help his father. This wasn’t some bug like the flu.

      Matthew eyed the blood-stained bandage on David’s arm and took a deep breath. “I think I should check on your wound,” he said. “We should probably wash and change the bandage.”

      Honestly, he was grasping at straws. All of his knowledge was piecemeal snippets from watching movies or studying first aid way back in his Boy Scout days. He unwrapped the gauze around his father’s arm carefully. A yellow ooze crusted along with the blood stains underneath the first layer. Matthew’s nose scrunched up at the smell of meat starting to turn. Underneath the bandage, David’s skin had turned a flushed red, the wound itself rimmed in a bright, angrier shade. “Oh god,” he breathed out, and bit his lips to stop anything else from escaping from him.

      “That bad, huh?” David opened his eyes and peered at his arm. “Looks infected.”

      The gauze stank. Matthew didn’t know if there was a point to trying to wash and reuse it, and he let it plop on the asphalt. “I’m going to rewrap it with new stuff,” he said. “That old bandage has seen better days.”

      David nodded and tipped his head back, closing his eyes. “Looks bad, Matt. Remember that time I stepped on a nail? The wound became red and infected like that. Doctor said I was lucky to get to him in time. I don’t see much of a doctor nearby.”

      “You don’t have to rub it in,” Matthew said, his joke a mere shadow of humor. “I make just as much money as a marketing expert.”

      David huffed a laugh. “Please tell your clients that I do not recommend getting shot. One out of five stars.”

      A ghost of a smile flittered across Matthew’s lips. He zipped open his bag and pulled out the first aid kit, flipping open the tabs. Small pre-packaged goods had become jumbled and disorganized in the white tin container. He dug past burn ointment and antihistamines to pull out another alcohol wipe and gauze strips. If worse came to worst, he’d stick all the band-aids in the kit across the wound. He opened a fresh bottle of water and sprinkled water over the wound, betting on the assumption that because the water was packaged, it had to be somewhat sanitary. Then he wiped away as much gunk from it as he could, picking at the yellow crust that gathered in the corners and inspecting the reddened wound for any gauze strands that might have gotten stuck.

      Matthew tore through the alcohol wipe and swiped it over his father’s wound. David hissed in pain. Matthew hoped that meant the alcohol was killing some of that bacteria infecting the wound. They wouldn’t be able to do this again, he thought as he started re-wrapping his father’s arm. The medical supplies available to treat this particular wound were almost out. The first aid kit was supposed to be temporary before they found actual help, but as Matthew focused on his task, he wasn’t sure they’d be able to find a hospital anywhere close or even a doctor on call.

      He wished uselessly that he could whip his phone out and research what to do. A week ago, he could’ve pulled up at least ten different websites that would teach him how to dress a wound. He’d probably find a bunch of unhelpful advice too, but at least it would be something. Matthew was woefully aware of how much he didn’t know; how much survival knowledge was out of his reach. Knowledge that would be much more helpful than knowing how many Facebook shares would make a post go viral, how to create a pitch-deck for a new business client, and how to use search engine optimization to his benefit.

      He felt useless. He couldn’t care for his father. The same helplessness he’d felt when David had his heart attack overwhelmed Matthew suddenly. Once more, he imagined what kind of shame he would feel if he arrived back at the hotel without his father. He couldn’t tell his mom that her husband had died on the long road back to Galena because Matthew’s healing skills were next to none.

      He wiped his sandy-blonde hair off his forehead with his elbow and cinched the tail of the gauze with a bendable pronged metal piece. How long should the bandage stay on? He had no idea. He knew that wounds needed to breathe, and hoped that in his attempts to protect the wound from the elements, he wasn’t accidentally creating a perfect breeding ground for bacteria and infection to thrive.

      “You should go on ahead,” David piped up, his face still an exhausted gray. “I’m not in any state to keep walking. I’m holding you back.”

      Matthew let out a slow breath, knowing what David was about to say next.

      “You’ll be much faster without me. Find help. Get home to your wife and kids.”

      “I can’t do that, Dad,” Matthew said as a sob caught inside his chest. “I’m not going to walk up to Mom and tell her I left you. You’re not roadkill.”

      “Might as well be at this point. Maybe this is a sign I’ve outlived my luck.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” Matthew hissed. “I won’t hear it.”

      “Ruth will need you. The kids need you. Kathleen can’t do everything on her own. The hotel is probably the safest place in the world right now. You can’t risk them over me.”

      “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “You have to think of your family,” David said.

      “You are my family. Dad, why do you think you’re not important? You’re the guy who taught me how to be a good father, how to take care of my kids. I’m not just going to abandon you because you’re hurt. Pushing me to do so isn’t going to help your case. I inherited your stubbornness.” Matthew handed David a water bottle and David drank deeply. Matthew continued, “Patton wouldn’t give up on me. Kathleen wouldn’t give up on me. I’m not giving up on you. So stop this doom and gloom leave-me-on-the-side-of-the-road crap and let’s get to Galena together in one piece. Can we do that?”

      David let out a soft sigh and looked beyond Matthew to the stretch of road left for them to walk. “What are we going to do, then?”

      Matthew carefully put away the rest of the supplies in the first aid kit while his mind reeled. Slipping the white container back inside his bag, he managed to fight past the emotion clogging his throat to say, “We need more supplies. You need more than aspirin for the pain. We need more bandages and an anti-bacterial salve. Something that fights off infection and can bring your fever back down.”

      “Too bad we don’t know what kind of herbs are growing on the side of the road that we could use.”

      Matthew stifled a laugh. “So far I see brush grass and knapweed. Not much for saving your life, unfortunately.”

      “You wouldn’t know the difference between aloe and poison ivy.”

      “That’s the truth.” Matthew zipped up his backpack and coaxed David to eat a few bites of a protein bar. As David munched on the food, Matthew pulled out the waterproof map and spread it out over his crisscrossed legs. The red squiggle of the highway looped across the map’s slick surface. Everything looked so small and compact on the map, Galena to Madison only a finger-length of distance that translated to miles upon miles. He tried to estimate where he thought they were—noting that they really hadn’t gone far enough to pass any signs—and figured about a mile up the road, he’d find another pull-off exit where they could search for a gas station or grocery store. They could restock their supplies, hopefully avoid any gunfights, and get out in one piece.

      Jade lingered in his mind. Both he and David had been wrong to trust her. Yet at the same time, no matter how many times Matthew played out what they could’ve done better, he knew he always would have tried to help her. His heart of gold had been pick-axed by selfish and scared people. The map blurred in front of him and he blinked back tears. He realized he needed to be more careful, especially in trusting others. Question them more than he normally would. He had to take off his rose-tinted glasses and face the reckless ways he’d put both himself and his father in danger. Jade was a wake-up call he didn’t know he needed. If he’d questioned her more, maybe he wouldn’t be sitting on the side of the road with a father flush with sickness and having a crisis about his faith in humanity.

      “We aren’t far from an exit,” he told David. “If we go about a mile up, we can probably find someplace to get more supplies, have another rest, and then I can re-dress your wound.”

      David nodded weakly, as if that was the only thing he could do at this point.

      “Can you make it another mile?” Matthew asked. “Should we rest longer?”

      David shook his head and tried to get to his feet. He wobbled, clutching Matthew’s arm for support. When he tried to take a staggering step, he swayed as if he were on the deck of a dinghy. “I feel woozy,” he said. “I need to sit back down.”

      Alarm filled Matthew. He helped David settle back on the ground. David hung his head, his fingers rubbing at his temples. Matthew glanced between him and the open road. As much as he didn’t want to leave his father, he was coming to the realization that he might just have to.
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      “It looks like you might get your way, Dad,” Matthew said as he wiped at the sweat beading on David’s forehead. “You can’t go on like this, and we need to restock our supplies. Are you positive you can’t walk? We could get you off the highway and try to find some shade somewhere.”

      David took another sip of water. “As soon as I stood up, I felt nauseous,” he admitted. “I felt lightheaded and my heart started pounding.”

      “Drink more,” Matthew urged and watched as David grimaced, taking another sip. “You have to stay hydrated.” He expected David to crack a joke, give him hell for acting like a mother hen, but his father’s sudden obedience left Matthew resolute in what he needed to do. David must’ve truly felt terrible if he didn’t utter a grumble at Matthew’s fussing. Matthew pursed his lips and made his decision final. “There’s another exit just up the ways. I’m going to go check it out by myself and bring back supplies. I’ll get more food and water, plus every piece of medical supplies I can find.”

      “Okay,” David managed to say, shutting his eyes. His breath came out in wheezy gasps. Matthew felt the urge to put his fingers against his father’s neck and feel his heartbeat and find reassurance in that familiar rhythm. David’s appearance was worse than when he’d been in the ICU after the heart attack. Frail, as if the hulking hugeness of his spirit had been diminished. When Matthew saw him lying in the white hospital bed with tubes coming out of his arm and nose, David looked nothing like the man Matthew remembered from his youth. The heart attack had taken away the bear of a man David used to be, and left this fragile form in its place.

      That frail man had recovered, but now the gunshot would had diminished the hugeness of David’s spirit, just like the heart attack had. Matthew hated it, but it only made him more determined that he would save his father, no matter what.

      “I won’t be gone long,” Matthew said quietly. “I’ll be back with more supplies, okay? Until then, don’t do anything foolish.”

      “Me?” David asked, cracking one eye open. “You’re the bleeding heart between the two of us. Who knows what strays you’ll bring back with you this time.”

      Matthew didn’t have the energy to smile. A secret fear was lodged deep inside him. He was terrified that if he let his father out of his sight for one moment, he’d return to find a man withered away to nothing. But if he didn’t leave David to look for more medical supplies, he knew the outcome would be even worse. His father might die.

      Unzipping his backpack again, he pulled out a couple bottles of water and the first aid kit, along with some chips, jerky, and a couple of power bars. He organized them in a neat pile beside David and then tucked the gun inside the bag, making sure the safety was turned on. “There’s food and water right next to you,” he explained. “The first aid kit is here too, in case you need something from it. Dad, I swear to you that this is temporary. I will come back for you. I want to be crystal clear that I am not leaving you behind.”

      “I know you aren’t,” David said.

      “You have to promise me you won’t die on me. I can’t…I can’t come back to that. Promise me.”

      David gave him a disbelieving smile. “Sure, son. I promise.”

      “I’m serious. Don’t joke at a time like this, please.”

      “So am I. Should we make it a pinky-promise? Hurry up, now. You’re wasting daylight.”

      Matthew stood and slipped his pack over his shoulders. He looked down at his father and the supplies next to him as if he could remember this moment forever. He felt as if he was clinging to this image of David and willing him not to worsen. “Make sure you eat something,” he said, hoping this wasn’t an order David would disobey just because he could.

      “You’re worse than my mother,” David said, shooing Matthew away with a weak hand, but then he turned serious and his joking faded away. “Get going, Matthew. I’ll be waiting here for you. I promise. Just don’t take too long.”

      Matthew nodded and turned, wanting to tell his father, I love you, but that felt too much like a goodbye. Gravel crunched underneath his boots as he picked up the pace, using his long stride to cover the ground between his father and the exit. It felt good to finally have the chance to walk at a speed he was comfortable with, and while the landscape remained mainly unchanged, his father became a smaller and smaller speck behind him.

      He didn’t know how long it took him to reach the exit, but the sun had just begun to pass its zenith. Ahead of him, the road curved off and down to the right. Matthew looked over the guardrail to see a cluster of gas stations at the base of the exit ramp, and much farther beyond that, the blue and white sign of a Walmart. He let out a sigh of relief. Thank goodness for options. Hopefully, one of the gas stations was open and he could gather what he needed. The sooner, the better.

      Picking up the pace, he jogged down the exit and headed for the first gas station. As soon as he approached it, he realized the interior was too dark. When he tried the doors, he found them locked. He tried to look past the shuttered windows and peered inside, searching to see if anyone might be in there whose attention he could catch, but the store was empty. Moving on to the next larger convenience store, he found it to be in a similar state. Dark and empty. Looking around, he felt his hope crumble within him. All of the gas stations seemed abandoned and closed up. Nothing was open. No people walked around the parking lots, either. No frustrated drivers stood over the hoods of their cars. Matthew was alone.

      It made sense. Matthew didn’t know why he’d gotten his hopes up. It had been a miracle the other gas stations they’d visited had been open in the first place. It made sense that many owners had called it quits, locked up their businesses, and most likely gone to wait out the power outage at home. He put his hands on his hips, breathing heavily from his power-walk, and peered at the large Walmart sign rising in the distance.

      He couldn’t see the Walmart building from this point at the bottom of the exit, but he assumed the sign was, most likely, close to the store. He could start walking there, but how much time would it take? He’d already been away from David for at least an hour, and taking a detour to the Walmart would take way more time than he’d like. Plus, what if he showed up and found the store ransacked by others, like the clinic had been? Most people would go there first if they needed something. If he went there, he might be putting himself in danger. He might run into another Jade or Cheese, the kinds of selfish people who wanted to take from him instead of help him. There was no way he could take that chance and lose all his supplies as well as spend more time away from his father.

      The store was most likely closed, too. He’d be facing the same dark interiors, the same locked doors. It seemed like a waste of valuable time to walk all the way there, especially when David remained vulnerable and alone on the side of the road. The longer he was away from his father, the worse David might get.

      “What should I do?” Matthew asked out loud to the empty parking lot. He thought of his wife and imagined speaking with her. Practical, his wife. Always knew what to do. Always knew how to guide him in the right direction.

      Lots of big rocks around here, she whispered in his mind.

      Matthew drew in a deep breath and looked down. Boulders ranging from the size of his fist to the size of his head surrounded the aspen trees growing in a strip of grass next to the gas station. It was probably an attempt to combat the acres of concrete and provide a place for people to walk their dogs or take a breather from their cars and trucks. A tiny piece of nature in the swaths of gasoline pumps. He walked over to the grass and picked one of the smaller rocks up. Weighing it in his hands, he thought of the smashed windows of the clinic. Before, he’d thought looters had broken into the pharmacy to steal everything for their own benefit, but maybe the reason the windows had been smashed in was because of desperate people like him, doing whatever it took to get what they needed for their loved ones.

      Are you really going to do this? Kathleen asked him.

      “Yes,” Matthew said out loud and walked over to the gas station. He double-checked to see if anyone was watching him, but he was still alone. For a moment, shame filled him. Breaking into the gas station would be a crime, but he couldn’t simply let his father suffer and die on the highway. He had to do something.

      He cocked his arm back, and threw the rock into the window like lobbing a fastball. The rock hit the glass hard, but the glass wobbled at the impact and didn’t break. The rock hit the concrete.

      “You’re kidding me,” Matthew breathed out and he suddenly felt like an idiot. Of course, the glass would be stronger than the average pane. Gas stations were used to break-ins and vandalism. Of course they’d use something that wouldn’t just shatter under pressure.

      Don’t be like Dev, Matthew thought. It’s not like it is in the movies. He fetched the rock and hefted it again in his hands, wondering if he should try a second time. Maybe he should get a bigger rock and swing it into the window like he would throw a bowling ball. He didn’t think the result would be any different. He wracked his brain trying to think of what he should do.

      Didn’t you bring something along in your bag? Kathleen asked in that snarky tone that told him she knew he’d forgotten something, like that time when he complained that he couldn’t find his wallet and she pointed out that it was sitting on the kitchen table, and hadn’t he actually looked before asking her? Use your eyes, Matt.

      The gun. He bit his lip and pulled his backpack off, opening it up and pulling out Jade’s .45. The pistol felt unnatural in his hands. He had little to no experience with guns, really he’d only had the quick lessons David had walked him through once upon a time. Kathleen had mentioned she’d gotten shooting lessons from her father, but Matthew never felt the inclination to learn how to use a weapon like this. He never thought he’d need to. He didn’t particularly find joy in hunting, and his father enjoyed fishing more than heading out into the forest to look for elk. He’d never found excitement in pulling a trigger or shooting targets for fun.

      Now, he surveyed the gas station door, wondering if the glass was bullet-proof. If it was, he’d have to travel to the Walmart. No way was he going to waste bullets trying to shoot through every window of every gas station. But he had to try at least once. The owners probably had insurance, and if he did this, they’d be compensated by their policies. He wouldn’t be harming anyone. He had to do this for his father.

      Taking a calming breath, he aimed the gun at the lock on the door. If he could damage the lock enough, he could let himself in. He wrapped two hands around the gun’s handle and flipped off the safety with his thumb. His pointer finger curled around the trigger, and he fired.

      The sound of the gunshot startled him, reminding him of when the gun had gone off and wounded David. He managed to keep control of the gun even through the recoil. A loud ping of metal on metal rang through the air, and he realized he’d had beginner’s luck: the bullet had busted the handle, and the metal seemed to be held together by a thread. The glass surrounding the handle had shattered, leaving a starburst hole around the doorframe. The door swung open when Matthew pushed on it. A broad grin spread across his lips as he let himself into the darkened store.

      “Good idea,” he told the ghost of his wife, “but I’m not sure I’ll mention this to you when I see you again.”

      I know you. You’ll spill the beans, Kathleen told him in his head. Now get a move on. You don’t have much time.
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      The glass crunched underfoot as Matthew gently closed the gas station door behind him. It seemed incredibly fragile, and shards that still clung to the starburst hole tinkled together before finally falling to the ground. Matthew thought it somewhat resembled falling snow, in a way, especially when the sunlight refracted off it. He realized again how lucky he had been—despite shooting the door open, he never thought about the bullet ricocheting and hitting him or something else. He’d put himself in incredible danger without understanding the consequences of his actions. Which was probably why he should have gun safety training as soon as possible.

      At this point, though, it didn’t matter. He had a purpose. His father’s life was on the line. Get in, get out.

      The sun provided just enough light for him to move around the darkened interior of the store. It was a smaller convenience store with a row of refrigerators lining one wall, full of soft drinks, beer, and chilled coffee. The cashier’s counter was at the front, next to the door. He counted about seven aisles. Cardboard display stands advertising a new soda flavor or candy blocked some of them. Guilt started to build inside him as he remembered the empty shelves of the pharmacy. This was thievery, plain and simple. He’d broken and entered into a store with intent. Yet at the same time, he was desperate. David needed treatment, and while Matthew knew his actions were wrong, he couldn’t risk his father’s life. There was no one who could help them. Candy and aspirin could be replaced. There was only one David.

      Matthew carefully scanned the aisles, finding the limited shelves of medical supplies filled with many different medications and so many different dosages. He’d said it before and he’d say it again: he wasn’t a medical professional. He had no idea what would be the right medicine to help combat a fever and infection while at the same time keeping his father’s heart healthy and beating. He selected the bottles that indicated they were tried and true ‘fever reducers’ and then all the aspirin available, as well as the remaining bottle of isopropyl alcohol. He analyzed an arm sling with uncertainty and finally stuffed it in his bag. He didn’t want to steal more than he had to, but at the same time he didn’t want to be sorry later that he hadn’t taken everything he thought might be needed. Gauze, cotton balls, antibacterial ointment, and medical tape also ended up in his bag. You never know when you might need all these things, he told himself.

      When he was done, he surveyed the now almost bare medical shelves with a wry smile. This could definitely be considered raiding. But it was for his father, he reminded himself. His father who could die otherwise. He needed it. He wasn’t taking all of these things to sell them or lord it over others. This was all for his father.

      Afterwards, he began searching the aisles for different kinds of foods beyond the carb-heavy power bars and the empty calories of chips and chocolate. He’d never been a salad-lover, and had looked down his nose at preparing celery sticks or broccoli for snacks many times in the past, but the idea of eating something green made his mouth water. What he’d give to have—god help him—Kathleen’s kale chips.

      He spied bags of carrots in one of the darkened refrigerators next to the juices, and decided to take them. He also loaded almond tins, sunflower seeds, hummus and pretzel packages, and dried banana chips into his bag, along with Vitamin Water and Gatorade. The electrolytes would be good for David, and anything vitamin-infused would help both of them. Soon enough, his bag bulged with his spoils, and he zipped it up with a self-deprecating shake of the head.

      Before, he’d fought Jade over stealing and overfilling their backpacks because of the weight, and yet here he was, doing the same thing. Still, it would be worth it in the long run. Hopefully, he could get David to eat some of the healthier options instead of the crap they’d been devouring on their trip. Even though his bag was heavy, he figured it would be fine if he was the one carrying the weight. It would be a good thing to nourish themselves with healthy foodstuffs, instead of just junk food.

      Slinging the bag over his shoulders, he tightened the straps and began picking his way toward the door. As soon as he placed his hand on the doorframe to push it open again, something caught his eye and he froze. A dark shape was reflected on the glass, some kind of large amorphous blob that seemed to be growing like an approaching person or animal. It cut across the parking lot at just the right angle that Matthew couldn’t get a clear glimpse of whatever it might be without exposing himself. Matthew’s breath hitched in fear. He wanted to lean down and peer out of the hole in the broken glass to look around, but if he did that than someone would definitely know he was there. He couldn’t risk getting caught, being detained. His father needed him.

      Carefully, he took his hand off the door so as to not make it move or look like it was being pushed on. He flattened himself against the wall and then ducked behind the cashier’s counter, slipping around it over to a gray door labeled Employees Only. Briefly, he entertained the notion of hiding in there, but he had no idea if the door led to an office without any windows or a storage space with an escape exit. It wasn’t worth finding out. He figured he wouldn’t have an easy way out if he did. At least the gas station was somewhat familiar territory and he moved further around to the far end of the store. Picking a middle aisle at random, he crouched down, trying to hide behind a display advertising thirst-quenching sugar-free new-flavored pop. His heart thudded like a drum. He was sure everyone could hear it for miles.

      Just outside the door, someone stepped on the broken glass and uttered a low curse. Matthew held his breath, convinced even his breathing would be too loud and these newcomers would find him right away. “Can you believe this?” the person said. Male. “People are the absolute worst! It’s completely busted.”

      “It’s been a crazy few days. You never know what some people will do,” a second masculine voice chimed in. “Taking advantage of hard times.”

      “How did it even happen? Like, did this guy have a crowbar or something? It looks like he whaled on it. It’s shattered,” the first voice said darkly. “God, I hate humans sometimes.”

      Matthew toyed with the idea of outing himself, standing up and saying hello, sorry for the inconvenience, this breaking and entering has a good reason, I promise. At the same time, he found he was averse to the idea. His indecision felt paralyzing. He thought of Jade—her sweet demeanor, her trembling chin—and frowned. He’d been so easily deceived. He doubted the men surveying the damaged door would have much compassion for him and his dying father, especially if he outed himself as the thief. They’d probably think he was making it all up and force him to give back the goods. Then he’d really be out of luck. If they were marking up everything like the other gas stations, he wouldn’t be able to pay for what he needed, either. Plus, it would waste more time, and Matthew had to get back. He’d already been away from David for too long.

      The front door swung open. More glass fell to the ground. Peeking around the display, Matthew watched as two men stepped inside the store. One was tall with a baseball cap on his head. The other wore a plaid shirt. Matthew hunkered down further behind the cardboard display and hoped he couldn’t be seen. A beam of light cascaded through the store, highlighting the shelves just before him. A flashlight.

      “See anything?” the first male asked. The beam moved to the floor, and then up to the ceiling, before landing and hovering over the shelves of medical supplies. “Are you kidding me?” the first male said. “We’ve totally been robbed.”

      “What did they take?” the second man asked. The flashlight didn’t move from the now bare medical shelf.

      “Cleared this shelf out,” the first male said, sounding irritated. “Must be hurt. Took most of the pain killers.”

      “And Gatorade,” the second voice added. The flashlight beam had moved to illuminate the refrigerator case. “He must like the blue flavor.”

      “Or she,” his friend said glumly. “We better check the back room and make sure nothing else went missing.”

      “Do you think they got into the safe?”

      “Ugh, I hope not. Only one way to find out,” the first male said. The flashlight illuminated the floor in a circular beam of light and Matthew’s heart thundered in his chest as the two men walked past him and opened up the back-room door. As soon as the door closed on them, Matthew leapt to his feet and scrambled to dig out the remaining wad of cash stashed in his boot. The money was damp in his hands as he snuck closer to the front. He had no idea how much he held, but then again, it was a small price to pay for the stolen goods, and to also ease his conscience.

      Slapping the money on the counter without counting it, he tiptoed over the glass and tried to be as quiet as possible, all while worst possible scenarios ran through his head. The owners could emerge from the back room at any moment. If they saw him, they’d catch him and force him to wait for some kind of police to show up. Maybe they’d take matters into their own hands and lock him in the back room. At this point, it probably wasn’t a bad idea to assume they had a gun as well. And then David would be on the side of the road, watching the sun set, wondering if Matthew had indeed abandoned him for his wife and children. Maybe David would try to find him, which would exacerbate his condition that much more.

      The soft hush of glass clinking together filled the room as he slowly pushed the door open. A raised voice coming from behind the closed door made chills run down his spine. He had to get out of there as fast as possible, but he still had to do it as silently as he could. He eased through the door, and every move he made sounded heightened. He held his breath as he began to shut the door behind him. Once it finally closed with a light whoosh, Matthew turned and ran as fast as he could across the parking lot, keeping to the shadows as much as he could. His lungs burned from the frantic sprint, but he had to get as far away from the gas station as possible.

      He didn’t stop or look back until he was at the top of the exit and back on the highway, and even then, his heart felt like it might burst.
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      As soon as Matthew spotted his father slumped against the guardrail, he knew something was wrong. He held his hand up and waved, letting his father know it was him, but David gave no sign of recognition. Matthew began to jog, picking up his pace until he was at a full-blown run. His heart pounded in his chest. The weight of the heavy backpack made his shoulders ache. His lungs still burned from his mad-dash escape from the gas station. The sun was now cresting into mid-afternoon and Matthew wished he hadn’t taken so long getting back.

      Skidding to a stop next to his father, Matthew dropped to his knees. David’s head lolled back. His body was limp with unconsciousness. Matthew shoved his bag off his shoulders. A fine tremor took up in his hands as he put two fingers against his father’s neck, seeking a pulse. For a moment, he felt nothing and then shifted his fingers just enough to finally feel the thready pulse beat against his fingertips. Letting out a breath of relief, he placed the back of his palm against David’s forehead. Blistering hot. David’s eyes fluttered in recognition, but for the most part remained closed. The intensity of the fever caused Matthew to frown in distress. He knew long-lasting high fevers came with a ton of problems. Matthew needed to get him cool, or at least get a handle on the fever as much as he could before it got worse.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Dad,” he whispered, as if to reassure them both, even though he didn’t think David could hear him.

      Taking the bandana out of the bag, he drenched it in lukewarm water from one of the water bottles sitting next to David and laid it over his father’s forehead. Then he took out the bottles of Vitamin Water and Gatorade from the gas station and placed the still-cold bottles against David’s cheeks and throat. David shuddered in response. The afternoon heat did them no favors, and when a light breeze finally blew past them, Matthew hoped it helped in cooling the bandana over David’s forehead. David began shivering uncontrollably.

      The wound had started bleeding again, and a bloom of red stained the bandage Matthew had applied earlier that morning. There were raised scratch marks around the bandage, as if David had tried to pull it off as he fell into unconsciousness.

      Once he felt that David had cooled down some, he pulled out all the stolen medical supplies and began unraveling the gauze around the wound. The bad smell had increased. There was more yellow crust coating the wound, which was especially thick around the bright red edges. It looked like a sideways teardrop and Matthew imagined the bullet trajectory that had hit his father’s arm, taking a chunk of meat out and leaving Matthew to deal with this large, open gash. He unscrewed the isopropyl alcohol, soaked a cotton ball in the liquid, and began wiping the wound clean.

      David hissed when Matthew first touched him. His arm instinctively jerked back as Matthew continued with his ministrations. Matthew counted that as a good thing. Maybe David wasn’t completely unconscious, and hopefully, he was still conscious enough to feel something. Maybe the pain would bring him around again. He took his time picking out any other gauze wisps that had gotten stuck in the wound’s edges, cleaning it carefully until he felt like the alcohol had done its work. Then, he smeared antibacterial ointment over the wound, particularly applying it thickly over the edges where the yellow crust had built up, and hoped it would do the trick. David let out a soft moan, his head rolling back and forth.

      “I’m sorry,” Matthew said to him, feeling as if he was in a daze and nothing existed except the two of them. His head began to ache from the intense concentration he needed to patch the wound up. “I know it hurts, but I have to do this,” he said to David. Maybe David found his voice soothing. Matthew wasn’t sure, but it helped him to talk out loud.

      He began to wrap the wound again in new gauze, this third bandage much better than his previous two. Practice makes perfect, he thought as he tucked the gauze edges in and clipped it secure with the metal prong. “Next thing,” Matthew said to David, taking the leftover water from making the wet compress. Just under half remained. He popped open the fever reducer and crushed it as best as he could, slipping the small pieces into the water bottle and swirling them around to dissolve in the water. The bigger pieces he fed to David slowly, using the infused water to help his father swallow the fever reducer. The instructions told him he had to give the medicine to his father every four hours.

      Taking out his cell phone, he turned it on. The familiar screen blinked as it booted up. As soon as he saw his app icons and the picture on his screen, he wondered if perhaps the phone was working, and that maybe this was all a terrible dream. He closed his eyes and held the phone tightly in his hand. Maybe, when he opened his eyes, he’d be able to hold the phone up to his ear and suddenly find himself waking up in his bed. This elaborate nightmare would be something he’d tell Kathleen about as they shared their morning coffee. He opened his eyes and looked down at the phone screen. The tiny blip of hope he nurtured inside of him died. While he didn’t have signal, luckily his phone still displayed the time. With a sigh, he opened up his alarm app and began to set reminders. This would drain the last of his battery and the phone would likely die soon after the final alarm as dawn rolled around, but it was worth it now. He couldn’t tell the time by the passing moon, and if he slipped into sleep, he didn’t want to miss a dosage time.

      Alarm set, he finally managed to look up and around. The afternoon had slid into evening. Matthew felt like no time had passed at all, but by the ache in his body and the mental fatigue, he knew he’d been focused for far longer than he thought. He thought about trying to sleep, but his mind buzzed, as if somehow still dealing with the panic of seeing his father motionless. He couldn’t seem to calm down.

      He checked David’s pulse. The fever hadn’t abated. David’s cheeks were flushed a bright pink. His father’s lips were chapped and parted, and his eyes rolled restlessly underneath his eyelids. Matthew let out a sigh and he rubbed his forehead to try to ease the tension. He probably wouldn’t be able to get any sleep at this point. His worry over David’s condition felt like a steady whine in the back of his mind. Every time David made a movement or uttered a sound, Matthew was checking his wound, feeling for a pulse, pouring more water over the bandana in an attempt to cool his father down as much as possible. At least no new bloodstains had seeped through the new bandages. Matthew took that as a good sign. He decided to settle in for a long night.

      He drank some Gatorade and chuckled at himself. The gas store owners had one thing right. He’d stocked up on the blue flavor. Next, he munched on some carrots, grateful for the variety in taste and texture, while double-checking the map. They were close to Galena. Not too much longer, a day or two at most, and they’d be back to the River Rock Hotel. He couldn’t believe that the two of them had made it this far already.

      Matthew’s desire to be home felt like a physical ache, and he let himself daydream of what it would be like to finally round that last bend up the mountain road and see the hotel framed by the trees and jagged peaks of the mountain range. He’d be able to sleep in his own bed again. He’d hug his wife and children so tight they’d beg him to let them go. This endless stress would finally come to an end. He could go back to worrying about the hotel marketing strategies instead of whether his father was going to breathe his last. David would be able to take his prescription, and he would be cared for in the safety of the hotel, surrounded by family.

      As the moon rose, the temperature dropped, and Matthew’s phone alarm buzzed. On repeat, he crunched up more of the fever reducer and fed it slowly to David. He observed David obsessively to ensure that his father didn’t choke and that the medicine went down smoothly. David never opened his eyes. The night seemed never-ending, and Matthew’s world narrowed down to him dozing off to then suddenly jerking awake in a full-blown panic, convinced he’d missed the latest dosage or that David had passed away. After he managed to calm down, he fed his father more medicine, checked on his fever, and double-checked the bandage. Rinse and repeat.

      When the sun finally crested up and over the horizon, Matthew swayed with exhaustion. His phone had died. Yet his focused ministrations were successful: at some point around five in the morning, David had eased into a deep sleep if his snores were anything to go by. The fever hadn’t broken but David wasn’t boiling to the touch anymore, and color had begun to return to his face.

      Matthew re-dressed the wound, and felt heartened to see the red inflammation had gone down, even though the puffy skin around the gash still felt hot to the touch. He cleaned it, applied the antibacterial ointment, and nearly dropped the gauze when he heard, “How’s it looking?”

      “Dad,” Matthew breathed. Relief crashed through him. “Thank god you’re awake.”

      “I feel awful,” David admitted. David blinked heavily at him, as if focusing was a difficult task.

      Matthew couldn’t help but beam at him. “You were so sick. It’s a relief to see your eyes open.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Half a day and all night. I managed to find more medical supplies at the gas station. I can’t even imagine what would have happened if I hadn’t.”

      “I’m glad the gas station was open. Do we have anything to eat?”

      Matthew felt the wattage of his smile dim, but David didn’t need to know what Matthew had done. He should continue to think of his son as the bleeding heart, the man with rose-tinted glasses and gold in his veins, that would do anything to help anyone. Matthew didn’t want David to know that he’d broken into a gas station and left the shelves bare like they’d seen at the clinic. “Yeah,” he managed to say and then brought out the hummus and pretzel package. “How’s this look? I have carrots and almonds too.” He held up all the healthy food he’d taken and smiled when David made a sound of approval.

      “Anything is better than a power bar at this point,” David said.

      As Matthew peeled back the plastic seal on the hummus, his father asked, “How were you able to buy all this?”

      “Used all the cash in my boot,” Matthew said, hoping David wouldn’t ask anything else. “I’m a pauper now.”

      David’s laugh came out as a wheeze. “We still have some in mine. I’ll let you borrow some.” He winked and began to munch on the pretzels.

      David’s good humor made Matthew want to jump for joy. He opened the almonds, and they ate in silence for a few moments. Finally, Matthew cleared his throat and said, “The good news doesn’t stop, by the way. We’re close to Galena. If we can keep up a good pace, we can get there in a day or two. But we shouldn’t push you. Last night was touch and go. We don’t have enough supplies for you to backslide. I don’t think I have the mental fortitude to see you backslide, either.”

      David smiled at him and took a drink of water. “What are we waiting for, then? Let’s get at it.”

      “Take it easy, Dad. We have all day. No use overexerting yourself.”

      “Can you imagine your mother’s face when she sees us?” David said. “I bet she’s worked herself into a state wondering where we are. I can’t wait to see her.” He let out a sigh and looked in the direction they would be heading. “I’m ready to be home, Matthew. I’ve had enough of crap food and sleeping on the side of the road.”

      “Me too,” Matthew said, “but you really scared me last night. Let’s not put gray hairs on my head if we don’t need to, okay? Give me a break, if not yourself.” He began repackaging the food into their pack, along with the rest of the medical supplies. Then he stood up and offered David his hand.

      David sat up straighter, and took Matthew’s hand. Once on his feet, he staggered and Matthew thought for a moment he would fall over, but then David found his balance with a small grin of relief. “I could climb a mountain,” he said. “Sickness? No problem. Gunshot? No problem.”

      Matthew slung his pack over his shoulders. He didn’t want to ruin David’s good mood with suggestions that they take it slow, but he would keep a watchful eye on his father as they continued to walk. If David showed any sign of distress, Matthew would insist they rest.

      But for now, as he stood shoulder to shoulder with David, he was simply relieved to have his father back.
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      Ruth woke from her doze still sitting on the couch with a crick in her neck and numb legs. Patton snoozed with his head pillowed on her thigh. He clutched a small hammer in his hands as if it were a toy. By the light, Ruth could tell it was early morning, and that the sun had just barely risen. They’d been asleep for an hour, perhaps two. From where she sat, she could see the haphazard patchwork they’d done of the windows and she stifled a sigh: in the dead of the night, amped up on adrenaline, her hammering and taping skills had not been at their finest, and only now could she see the numerous flaws. Even from her vantage point on the couch, she could detect where the plastic sheeting hadn’t quite matched up, leaving small but numerous triangles of space which let cold air inside the hotel. The plywood needed to be adjusted and rehammered. She shivered and tried to pull her shawl tighter around her. It looked like they would have an arduous day in front of them.

      She ran her hand through Patton’s sleep-mussed hair, making it stick up at all ends. He groaned and sat up. “Good morning,” Ruth said to him softly.

      He yawned. Dark circles marked his eyes and he rubbed them hard. “Morning, Grandma. No one came in last night?”

      She shook her head. “No, but we need to figure out what to do with those broken windows. We’ll need to redo our patching job.”

      He peered around her, a frown already on his face. “We didn’t do a good job, did we?”

      “At three in the morning? I could barely function,” she said, standing up and stretching. “We’ll get it fixed up this morning and it will be much better.” Her joints popped. An ache had settled in her lower back. Her arms were tired from the previous day’s activities and the events of the night. Now that the sun was out, things didn’t seem as terrifying, but the broken windows were a big obstacle. She couldn’t call someone to help her or set up an appointment for a repair shop to order new panes. She hadn’t heard from Matthew or David in days. The best thing to do would be to board up the windows a second time, and then go into town to look at replacements. If anyone was even open, that is.

      “I think I saw some bigger plywood boards in the garage last night, but it was too dark to tell,” she said. “We’ll have to take down what’s up there and reposition it. Cover everything up. Re-tape the plastic over the smaller pieces that don’t line up.”

      Patton nodded with another yawn. “Sounds good to me, Grandma. Boy, am I sore, though.”

      “After breakfast,” Ruth added. “I need some coffee. You’re a good sport to help me out with all of this.”

      Patton nodded, but as they walked back down to the kitchen, he still kept the hammer close.
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      After a quick morning meal, Ruth and Patton searched through the garage and shed. Ruth was thankful they had the sunlight to see by and was pleased to find some more suitable pieces of plywood and another pallet that they tore apart. Then, they brought everything back inside and began tearing down the plastic sheeting and cardboard, repurposing what they could and readjusting until both large windows had been relatively covered.

      Patton nailed the plywood to the window frames. Ruth followed behind him and taped plastic sheeting over the holes. She then stood on a stepstool and ladder to hold the plywood in place if it was too far up for Patton to reach while he handed her nails and a hammer. Finally, she climbed down and stood back to survey their work. No one would be able to get into the hotel without some effort, and that included any pesky wildlife that might have ideas about finding a new home inside of their hotel.

      Now that the windows were boarded up, it left the lobby’s lounge looking much darker, but at least it wasn’t freezing cold from the mountain air anymore. Ruth double-checked their work with a critical eye as she took a sip of lukewarm coffee. Grounds swirled in her cup. She hadn’t yet mastered the drip method, but it was better than nothing. The tight knot of anxiety in her stomach had loosened when she couldn’t spot any other problems in their construction. She hoped that whatever—or, more ominously, whoever—had shattered the glass wouldn’t come calling again.

      “We did a good job, Patton,” Ruth said. “You could become a construction worker at this rate.”

      “You don’t pay me enough, Grandma.” Patton chuckled and gave Ruth a big hug.

      The sound of the front door rattling startled them both. Wild hope bloomed inside of Ruth. Could it be David? Kathleen? Patton looked up at her with the same hope reflected in his eyes. She hurried over to unlock the door and let their visitor in.

      The door rattled harder as if with frustration, and then a sudden bang filled the air—as if the person had kicked the front of the door. Ruth hesitated with her hand on the lock just before the doorframe splintered and the lock broke in her hands. She stepped back to avoid getting hit, and the door swung open to reveal the mechanic they’d met yesterday. He gave Ruth a lopsided grin. “Well, fancy meeting you here,” he drawled and stepped through the doorway.

      “Samuel?” Ruth asked and knew she sounded incredulous. “What do you think you’re doing? You just ruined my front door!” Tears filled her eyes. Her hopes had been dashed and now something else was broken in the hotel. What else could go wrong? Patton grabbed her hand and yanked her back as Samuel pushed past her and into the hotel.

      “My front door, you mean.” Samuel’s lopsided grin became a full-blown smile. “Didn’t think I’d have the guts to come up here, did you? You thought you city-slickers could just take what’s my birthright? Not anymore. This place is mine.”

      “You need to leave,” Ruth said, pointing her finger into his chest and trying to hide her trembling. She wasn’t going to be talked to like that. Who did Samuel think he was? He couldn’t just force his way into someone’s home and pretend to claim it as his own. “You’ll be paying for my new door, by the way. Now, get off my property.”

      “This isn’t your property,” Samuel snarled. “This hotel was promised to me since I was a boy.”

      “I don’t see your name on the deed,” Ruth said, tilting her chin up and pushing Patton up against her hip. He tugged frantically on her hand and had his widened eyes fixated on Samuel. Ruth felt anger begin to boil inside her and her voice rose as she continued to speak, “My family purchased this place fair and square. It’s our home. You’re trespassing on private property, and I advise you to leave now.”

      “What are you gonna do? Call the cops?” He laughed as if it was the funniest joke he’d ever told. “Even if you could get a hold of them, they wouldn’t do anything. They’ve been friends of mine for years. They know my father promised me this hotel. The hotel that you stole from us. I’m only coming to claim what’s rightfully mine.”

      Ruth’s lips pursed together tightly, and she wished Patton had his hammer. Her hands itched to grab something that would show she’d push back against this arrogant bully. Samuel’s breath stank as if he hadn’t brushed in a while. That, paired with the pungent scent of booze, told Ruth that Samuel West was nothing but a mean drunk. Patton squeezed her hand so tightly it hurt and she glanced down at him. His eyes darted from hers to the double-barrel shotgun loosely hanging in one of Samuel’s hands. The polished handle was near Samuel’s hip, but the barrel hung down towards the ground and almost dragged. It swung side to side as Samuel staggered closer. In her anger, Ruth hadn’t noticed it. Now, a cold rush of dread filled her.

      “Hey now,” Samuel said, his own eyes following their line of sight down to the gun, “no need to be inhospitable. I’m a friendly guy. Just taking back what’s mine is all. You’re allowed to stay. It is a hotel, after all. I’m sure we could find a room for you, that is, if you can afford it.”

      “You’re not staying here,” Ruth said, enraged at this man’s audacity. She couldn’t believe the absolute nerve of the man, saying he had a right to come in here and claim this place, thinking he could stick his flagpole on the rug-covered floors and that would suddenly erase their mortgage paperwork and ownership deeds.

      Samuel swung the shotgun up and out, aiming it straight at Ruth. She backed up and wrenched Patton behind her with a hand on his shoulder that was hard enough to bruise. The double barrels seemed to stare at her like two eyes and her dread became pure terror.

      “Like I said, I’m a friendly guy,” Samuel repeated, “and I don’t mind having visitors. I especially don’t mind housing people who don’t have anywhere to stay—even thieves like yourselves. You can earn your keep by working for me at my hotel. Just as long as you remember who the boss is.” He smiled that crooked grin at Ruth again.

      Ruth’s cheeks blazed hot with anger. A million things filled her mind, but she couldn’t pick one to say. Her throat clicked as she swallowed.

      Samuel’s pointer finger tapped against the trigger, turning Ruth’s resolve to water. Beside her, Patton shivered in fear.

      “Do you have an issue with that?” Samuel asked. “If you do, we can talk about it right now. You, me, and…” he trailed off and tapped his finger against the trigger one more time.

      Ruth swallowed hard, feeling helpless. She didn’t know what to do or say. They couldn’t call anyone for help. Samuel could shoot both her and Patton at any moment. The best thing to do was go along with Samuel’s crazy notion until they could somehow find some way to escape. “Of course, Samuel,” she said. “What can I do for you to make you more comfortable during your stay?”

      “I’ll be taking up residence here,” Samuel said, looking around at the hotel lobby with something like love in his eyes. “Since it’s nearing ten, I’d love some breakfast. First thing you can do to earn your keep. Don’t skimp now. I refuse to eat cereal or muffins. Make me something delicious. Homemade. That’s what this hotel is all about. Homemade and down to earth.”

      Ruth shuffled back, still keeping her body between Patton and the gun. “Of course,” she said.

      “Then we’ll take another look at those windows,” Samuel said, looking over at them and shaking his head as if she and Patton had done a terrible thing. “Good thing I’m here. You did a crap job of boarding them up. Too bad someone had to take them out in the first place.” He winked at Patton, and Ruth felt another wave of rage flow through her. She wanted to scream at Samuel, demand he admit he broke the windows.

      She turned on her heel, forcing Patton in front of her. Samuel made a tutting sound, and his lumbering steps followed her as they went into the kitchen. Patton remained unusually quiet. Ruth heard the shotgun tap against the walls and knew Samuel had it trained on her most of the time. In the kitchen, Samuel plopped down at the counter with a contented sigh. He rested the shotgun across his knee, letting it wave back and forth. Ruth was still mainly in its line of sight.

      “Can I get you a coffee?” Ruth asked, and then, remembering the smell on him, “Perhaps you take yours as an Irish coffee?”

      “It’s mid-morning,” Samuel drawled. “The time for coffee has passed. Just bring me the bottle.”

      Ruth felt like a robot as she walked to the storage room and pulled out the nice bourbon bottle from their stores along with a small snifter. She walked slowly back to Samuel and he widened his eyes in anticipation, as if expecting her to wait on him. With shaking hands, she poured two fingers worth into the glass. Samuel tipped the glass back, swallowing the alcohol in one go. He dropped the glass again and she made a move to fill it once more.

      “I’m hungry,” he said, waving her off with a snarl. He grabbed the bottle from her and poured a much more generous helping into the glass. The smell made Ruth desperate for a breath of fresh air. She felt as if she were drowning. Samuel’s body odor filled the air alongside the sharp tang of bourbon, and in her own fear, everything felt heightened.

      “Is there something in particular you want?” Ruth asked, trying to keep her voice steady. Patton sat across the counter from Samuel, his arms crossed protectively against his chest. He studied Samuel, and Ruth hoped he wouldn’t say or do anything to enrage Samuel further. “Why don’t you go upstairs, Patton?” she suggested, hoping he could get out and maybe run into town for help.

      “The boy stays.” Samuel bounced the shotgun against his leg as if in warning. Ruth’s mouth went dry. “I’m sure he’d enjoy a hotel feast, don’t you think? I want the works. Eggs, bacon, whatever you got, fry it up.”

      Ruth nodded, her mind going blank as if she’d never made breakfast before in her life. As if on autopilot, she pulled out the rest of the eggs from the van and the smoked meat.

      “Don’t you have anything else?” Samuel asked. “You can’t serve hotel guests scraps.”

      Ruth knew that nothing would please Samuel. “We haven’t gotten our usual shipment in yet,” she said.

      Samuel scoffed. “Of course you haven’t. You probably wasted all that food you took from the van, didn’t you? This is why you shouldn’t be in charge of the hotel. You’re too lazy.”

      Ruth didn’t respond, but she pulled out what remained of the bacon and some extra sausage patties. She cooked everything available that would keep Samuel in a good mood. Her hands trembled and briefly, she wondered if she might be going into shock. As she heated up the pan and dropped butter in the middle, she couldn’t think of a single thing to do to escape him or to keep Patton safe. All she could do was appease him and hope he kept the shotgun aimed at her and that it never wavered towards her grandson.

      Once the food was ready, she pulled out the nice china that was one of Kathleen’s heirlooms. Internally, she felt a hysterical laugh build up as she put the meat and eggs onto the plate and served her new…boss.

      “I want to eat in the dining room,” Samuel said with a pout that looked strange on his face. He motioned Patton to come closer to him. The bourbon smell around Samuel was nearly overwhelming. Patton stared at Samuel, and Ruth knew that he was about to refuse. She couldn’t let him pick a fight with Samuel.

      “Patton, take these plates with you,” Ruth said suddenly, cutting into Patton’s line of sight and sliding the two plates into his arms. Quickly, she plated a third, and then standing between him and Samuel, she said, “Lead the way.”

      Samuel gave her an appraising look. “That’s more like it,” he said and tucked the bottle under one arm. They walked out of the kitchen into the dining area.

      It was small for intimate dining, outfitted with only a few bistro tables and one larger table for bigger parties. Unpacked boxes were still in the corners. Ruth slid the plates onto the big table, making sure Patton sat on her side away from Samuel. Samuel took his seat at the head of the table. The shotgun was cradled in his lap as he reached for the silverware, stuffing the eggs into his mouth, alternating between bites and swigs of bourbon straight from the bottle.

      The food tasted like ash in Ruth’s mouth. She took small measured bites, watching as Patton moved his food around the plate without eating.

      “Do you know the history of this place?” Samuel asked, taking another swig. “This hotel was mine from the start. My daddy was going to buy it, but he couldn’t afford it. Then, when it was on the market, I made plans to purchase it, but you city-slickers outbid me. I’ve lived here my whole life and you swoop in here and think everything just belongs to you because you have the money for it. Well, I had to earn my money.” His words had started to slur, becoming longer and more drawn out.

      Ruth refused to respond to his delusional ramble as Samuel listed off the ways the Rileys had taken his birthright from him. How they’d come in as if they’d been decked out in jewels and glitter, looking down on the West family who’d been long-time Galena folk, who deserved what they were owed. By the time Samuel finished his food, Ruth had a good idea why Samuel and most likely his father couldn’t afford to buy the hotel. He’d nearly finished the bourbon.

      “This is good,” Samuel told her. “You’re gonna be a good worker for the hotel. A good server.”

      Ruth knew her smile was icy, but as soon as Samuel belched, she knew she’d never let a drunk like Samuel West be her undoing. For Patton’s sake, she’d endure his ridiculous accusations, she’d listen to his nonsensical talk, but she would survive this. She could do it all with dignity and stay strong until her family came home.

      Matthew and David would be coming for them. She would hold on until they did. Then, when she had the backup she needed, the Riley family would take care of Samuel West.
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      When Matthew finally saw the welcome sign to Galena, he sagged in relief. They were nearly home. David seemed heartened too when he saw the sign, and from there to the foot of the mountain road leading up to the hotel, he didn’t lean on Matthew’s arm for support. Matthew was distraught to see that the power outages had affected Galena just as they had Madison. Dead cars lined the streets. Matthew hadn’t seen anyone for miles.

      “That’s a sight for sore eyes,” David said as he looked up at the mountain road. Matthew held out his arm, and David took it, leaning his weight into Matthew without complaint. They both wanted to reach home as fast as possible. Now that they were so close, they both had problems stopping and resting. As they walked, Matthew mentally greeted the trees and switchbacks as if they were old friends. When the pines finally parted to show the small hotel nestled in a meadow against the cascade of jagged peaks behind it, a grin broke across his face. Relief filled him and he wanted to fall to his knees or maybe lift his arms up in the air and holler in victory. We made it. He couldn’t believe it. After all they’d endured, they were finally home. David gripped his shoulder in joy and gave him a little shake as if he had to express his happiness.

      “We did it,” Matthew said. “We actually did it.”

      “I’m just as shocked as you are. I can’t wait to see your mother. I can’t wait to sit in an actual chair,” David said as he began to take a couple of steps closer to the hotel. “Use a real bathroom. Wash my face and hands.”

      Matthew grabbed David’s shoulder to stop him. He hadn’t realized at first, being overwhelmed with reaching home and having survived the trek, but the two front picture windows had been boarded up with a mix of cardboard, plywood, and plastic sheeting. A wave of uneasiness flowed through him. Normally, he’d be more than happy to run into the hotel, but he realized that he’d become more observant on this trip as well as more cautious. “Look,” he said, pointing to the windows. “How did the windows get broken?”

      “A storm, maybe?” David said with a frown. He furrowed his brow in concern. “A wild animal?”

      Matthew shook his head. “Dad, look at the siding. There are two big indents in the siding that looks like someone took a sledgehammer to it. I don’t know of any wild animal that would barge into the side of the hotel and leave marks like those. We’d see more marks on the outside than just two.” He glanced up and studied the surrounding foliage. “And the trees aren’t missing any branches. I don’t see storm damage to anything around here that could’ve caused the windows to break like that.”

      David turned to Matthew, alarm plain on his face. “Something must be wrong. We have to get Patton and Ruth.” He began to rush towards the front door, but Matthew grabbed his arm. David gasped in pain.

      “God, I’m so sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean to hurt your arm. We need to take a moment and think. We can’t simply rush into the hotel. Remember Jade? There could be a lot of dangerous people in there. We can’t fight them off if there are. We need to gather our thoughts. Maybe we can see something through the plastic.”

      “If our family is in danger we need to help them now, Matthew!”

      “If our family is in danger, we can’t barge in and announce our return, Dad. We need to think this through. Strategize. It could be two against who knows how many. We could ruin everything and possibly put Mom and Patton in even more danger if we go in guns blazing.”

      David studied him for a moment as if he’d never seen Matthew before. He nodded slowly in agreement. “You’re right. I can’t believe you’d say something like that, Matt. This trip has changed you.”

      “Being held at gunpoint will do that to a man,” Matthew said. “Let’s see if we can see anything through the windows.”

      Together, they snuck up to the boarded-up windows, taking care that they didn’t make a lot of noise on the gravel or in the grass surrounding the hotel. Matthew hunched over and wiped at the plastic covering to clear it of dirt and pollen, peering into the lobby through a small slit. The lobby looked darkened, but Matthew could see a dark shape gesturing wildly with its hand along the far wall. His blood ran cold when the dark shape turned, and Matthew could clearly make out the long shape of a double barrel shotgun. The person held the shotgun as if he didn’t consider it a weapon. The barrel swung back and forth without care or respect. As the dark figure came closer to the picture windows, Matthew held his breath and feared the person would be able to see them.

      “It’s a man,” David whispered. “A big man with a shotgun.”

      Now that the man had moved closer, Matthew could see the stranger better: he slumped in one of the chairs and rested the shotgun in his lap briefly before he picked it up again and waved it around. Matthew strained to hear what he was saying, but he couldn’t catch much through the plastic.

      “Do you know who it is?” Matthew asked David. “He doesn’t look familiar to me.”

      “I think it’s the mechanic down at that local shop. I think his name is Samuel,” David said. “I took the Volvo there for an oil change when we first moved here. He seemed like a nice enough guy.”

      Samuel held the gun like a scepter and jabbed the air with it, as if to emphasize an order or command. Matthew couldn’t see his mother or son, but Samuel used the gun again for emphasis, and then looked slowly around the lobby as if he owned the place. The muffled sound of his raised voice reached Matthew’s ears and Matthew strained until he could finally make out what he was saying. “...Imma gonna whip this place into shape. Gonna get rid of all this crap here.” Samuel smacked the couch cushion beside him as if offended. “Make it a real hunting lodge like it should’ve been, like it should be, instead of this hoity-toity crap.”’

      David and Matthew exchanged an alarmed look, but they both said nothing. Matthew listened intently as the man continued to rant.

      “Folks will come around for miles and miles and miles,” Samuel continued. “They’ll all hole up here, just…just like my Pops said they would. When the West family gets what’s theirs, people will cross state lines to see it. How long does it take to pour a drink, huh? How long?” This last part was screamed into the hallway.

      “He sounds delusional,” David breathed out.

      Matthew shook his head in disbelief, just about ready to pull back and slink away to figure out their next move, when he caught sight of another figure rushing into the room. As the figure got closer, Matthew couldn’t help the sudden anger that filled him. The figure was his mother, holding a plate with a glass perched on it as if she were a servant in her own home. Ruth’s usually tidy bun looked frazzled, as if she’d run her hands through her hair more than once. She wore an old dress with a shawl over her shoulders, something Matthew had only seen her wear on mornings when she took it easy and enjoyed her coffee. Her eyes looked red-rimmed as she handed Samuel a whiskey snifter half full, and finally the man’s rambling made sense. Samuel wasn’t delusional, he was just drunk. The shotgun teetered back and forth, resting on Ruth enough times for Matthew to see red.

      “Thanks, honey,” Samuel said to Ruth. “You’ve been such a good girl for me. Keep it up, okay? Earn your keep.”

      Ruth gave him a slim smile, one that Matthew had often seen in the days following David’s heart attack. A pretend-I’m-okay smile that really spoke to how stressed and scared she was even though she always held her head high. She uttered something to Samuel that Matthew couldn’t make out.

      A new wave of fury flowed through him. No one should treat his mother that way. His mother wasn’t a good girl—she wasn’t a dog to be treated kindly if she did something right. Matthew’s hand curled into a fist. For a brief moment, he considered barging into the room, knocking Samuel down a peg, and throwing the glass on the floor. Demand Samuel apologize to his mother before kicking him out of their home and their lives.

      David laid a hand on Matthew’s arm. Somehow, Matthew managed to keep his temper by using the touch as a grounding point. He tried to see further into the room and identify other shapes of his family, but only saw Ruth and Samuel. “I don’t think Kathleen or Allison are here,” he whispered to David.

      “I don’t see them either,” David said. “We must have beat them here. I can’t see Patton, either.”

      Matthew grimaced, wondering where his wife and daughter could be, and yet he felt relieved they weren’t in any additional danger here. If they were, the chances were higher that they could get hurt if something went sideways.

      Because Matthew was going to take back his home from this intruder. He was going to make Samuel West regret the day he came to River Rock Hotel.

      David nudged him and turned away from the window. Reluctantly, Matthew followed, keeping low to the ground so they wouldn’t be spotted out of the other windows. Matthew had no idea whether Samuel had brought friends with him, and he had a sudden chilling thought: he hoped Patton wasn’t being held hostage or that his safety wasn’t being used to blackmail Ruth into obedience. He didn’t think that would be the case, especially since Samuel was drunk and raving, but Matthew couldn’t take any chances. This was the safety of his mother and son. He’d do whatever it took to remove them from harm. After all he and David had gone through to get back home, he wouldn’t simply let things fall apart now.

      Matthew followed David around the hotel and to a side door. David knelt in front of it and Matthew followed suit. David took his pack out and carefully unzipped the front pouch, pulling out Matthew’s car keys.

      “Thank goodness we didn’t lose those,” Matthew said, taking the ring and flipping through the keys to find the hotel’s skeleton key. He unlocked the side door carefully even as the hotel’s blueprint unfolded in his mind.

      “What should we do?” David asked.

      Matthew knew that this side door would take him to a hallway that attached to the dining room. “I think I should sneak in and then take Samuel by surprise in the lobby. I’ll disarm him and get him out of our home,” Matthew said.

      “He might shoot you,” David said. “Or your mother.”

      “I have to take that chance,” Matthew said.

      “He’s drunk, so he’ll be distracted,” David said in a rush. “We can ambush him, wrestle the gun away from him. He won’t know we’re coming. We just have to be careful. Samuel is a wild card. We have no idea what he might do.”

      “I know, Dad,” Matthew said, handing the keys back to David.

      “One of us can grab him from behind, get him on the floor somehow, and the other one can take the shotgun from him,” David continued, slipping the keys back into the backpack’s front pouch.

      “I like the plan, Dad, but it’s going to be a one-man operation.” Matthew smiled sadly as David’s mouth dropped open in shock.

      “Absolutely not,” David said. “You’re not doing this solo.”

      “I have to,” Matthew countered. “You’re weak from the infection and we can’t risk you opening up the gunshot wound again. What if you trigger another heart attack? It’s not worth the risk.”

      “This is when you have to risk everything!” David hissed, trying to keep his voice down. He pointed at the door. “That’s my wife in there, treating that trespasser like a guest while he’s treating her like she’s nothing! There is absolutely no way you are leaving me behind.”

      “Dad,” Matthew said, laying a hand on David’s shoulder. “You wouldn’t send a wounded man into battle, would you?”

      David fell silent, biting his lip. “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “You have to admit, you’re too much at risk. Not only that, but you’re a liability. I know you hate hearing that, but if I had to give up my heart of gold, you have to acknowledge your limitations.”

      David made an aggravated sound. “I don’t want you going in by yourself.”

      “I know, but now isn’t the time for stupid heroics. I’ll need you to figure out another plan if something happens to me. Mom and Patton can’t be left alone. You’ll have to be the one to get them out if Samuel hurts me. You might have to go into town to find help, if it comes to it.”

      David looked away and studied the door, as if it might hold the answers he wanted to hear. “Fine,” he admitted. “I can see I might be more of a hindrance in this situation.”

      “One time only, though,” Matthew said. “You’ll live to fight another day when you’re all healed up.”

      “You better believe it,” David said. “What should I do, then? While you’re going in on your own?”

      “Find Patton, I suppose. If you hear a gunshot, follow behind me. Grab Mom and Patton and get them out of here.” Matthew slipped his bag off his shoulders and opened it up, being careful that the zipper didn’t make too much noise. “Keep everyone safe.” He pulled out Jade’s .45 and checked to make sure it was ready for use. He was going to save his mother and son if it was the last thing he did.
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      With a definitive nod and a good-luck clap on the back, David pushed open the door for Matthew and Matthew slipped inside. The hotel was silent in a different way than the quiet of the outside world. There was no wind, no crunching gravel underneath his boots, no huffed breath of David beside him. Matthew crept down the short hallway to the dining room and couldn’t imagine what his mother and Patton must have gone through with Samuel. He wondered how long the jerk had been here treating his mother like garbage.

      He eased around the stack of unpacked boxes that stood up against the wall. His shoes made a soft shushing sound against the carpet and then a tap-tap when the carpet turned to hardwood floors. Three plates were on the large main table. The remains of a meal. He studied them for a moment, staying as silent as possible before walking around the tables and chairs. The gun felt warm in his hands, slick with his sweat.

      Again, he couldn’t understand how his world had been turned upside down in the last few days. Before, he used to think if something apocalyptic like this happened, people would band together and see through the crisis with clasped hands. He thought the world would be full of compassion and understanding. He never expected to be shot at or see a man murdered. He never thought he’d willingly steal. Yet if he hadn’t committed such a crime, his father would most likely have died.

      He’d met all kinds of people on this journey, people who’d made him see different shades of gray that he never even thought existed. He hoped that many of them found their way home again. Jordan from the sporting goods store. Shawn and his turtle-loving son. He wondered what had happened to Jade after he’d run her off and knew she would always be on his mind. He would always worry that she’d return to hurt him for abandoning her.

      He’d done bad things in the name of good. He’d done good things that turned around and ended up not working out. Now, he held a weapon in his inexperienced hands and didn’t think about bad or good. Instead, he pondered wrong versus right and hoped he’d be able to save his mother and son without having to fire the gun. Saving his mother was the right thing to do, but if it came to blows and he had to do violence against Samuel…well, he’d accept the consequences of his actions. Just like he did at the gas station. If it was between his mother and Samuel, Matthew would choose Ruth every time

      There would be no second chances. Matthew had one shot. Even though Samuel seemed drunk, he could probably fire on Matthew without a second thought. Matthew’s element of surprise would be one-and-done. If he messed it up, he wouldn’t have another opportunity. He had no doubt that if Samuel managed to get the shotgun trained on Matthew, Matthew would be a goner.

      Matthew ran through the ways to hold and shoot a gun, tips garnered from his little experience and David’s direction, but he wasn’t an expert marksman. Yet at the same time, the next few minutes would be determined by whoever was the fastest or the best shot, and Matthew wasn’t going to be the one bleeding out from a wound in front of his mother. Not today.

      The sound of Samuel’s raised voice filtered through the air and reached Matthew’s ears. It oscillated between crooning and shouting. Matthew lined up against the corner before the dining room became the lobby and listened intently to what was being said.

      “Give me another drink, sweetheart, that’s a good girl. Did you put up this wallpaper? Well I’ll tell you what, it looks like trash. First thing I’m gonna do is tear it down. Can’t have a hunting lodge be full of roses and daisies, now can we?”

      “If you think that’s best.” Ruth’s voice sounded clipped, hiding her anger.

      “You modern folk only think of changing what’s there so it looks popular. Never appreciate the hotel. Just ruin it like everything else. Good thing I took back what’s mine, innit?”

      Ruth cleared her throat and Samuel seemed to take that as an agreement.

      Matthew held his breath and then let it out slowly, trying to calm the thudding of his heart. Sweat beaded on his brow. He looked down at his hands and was surprised to see that they were steady. He took a quick glance around the corner.

      Samuel had stood up from his previous spot on the couch. He had a bourbon bottle near his feet and the glass Ruth had brought him was nearly empty. Swaying, he pointed the gun at Ruth, who stood unflinching as if she’d become used to his behavior. She was closer to the picture windows with her hands folded in front of her. Even though her eyes were trained on the ground as if in submission, Matthew could tell by her tensed shoulders she’d had just about enough of Samuel.

      Luckily, she wouldn’t be in direct danger if Matthew shot his gun. She wouldn’t get hit. He hoped. Matthew thumbed the safety off of the .45. He raised it, aiming it at Samuel. Make peace with your decision, he thought. If he didn’t do this, who knew what kind of harm Samuel would do to Matthew’s loved ones? It was them versus him and Matthew would always choose his family.

      He relaxed his elbows, widened his stance, and to his surprise, his hands remained steady. For a moment, he wavered in indecision, knowing that if he shot the gun, his life might be completely changed. People might look at him differently. His mother might only see him as a murderer, despite his good intentions. Could he lose her respect to save her life?

      “Gimme another,” Samuel shouted, even though a tiny amount of liquid still remained in the glass. Ruth walked over and bent down to retrieve the bottle of bourbon that was near his feet. She held it up to him. “You drank it all,” she said in a flat voice and then backed away closer to the picture windows.

      Samuel shouted something incomprehensible and then Matthew finally made out what he was saying. “You’re not earning your keep. You know what I do to people who can’t earn their keep?” Samuel pointed the shotgun straight at her and hesitated for too long. Matthew knew, down in his bones, that Samuel was going to kill her.

      The trigger felt stiff under Matthew’s finger, but when he finally pulled it, the recoil jolted his arms. The sound momentarily deafened him. He heard the ping of the bullet.

      Ruth screamed, her hands raised to cover her ears. Samuel jumped, shock covering his face. The shotgun clattered to the floor and Matthew went cold with terror as he briefly wondered if the shotgun would go off accidentally and hit one of them.

      “Where the hell did you come from?” Samuel bellowed at Matthew and shakily began to bend to retrieve the gun, as if he had double-vision and couldn’t focus enough to grab it. The smell of spilled bourbon filled the air.

      Despair quickly replaced the terror inside Matthew. He’d missed. The bullet had cleaved off a portion of the wall and left a rounded hole in the wallpaper and plaster underneath. As Matthew raised the gun to take another shot, Ruth lunged forward for the shotgun, yanking it away from Samuel’s clumsy attempts to reclaim it. The weapon looked huge in her arms, but the niceties fell away and Ruth bared her teeth at Samuel. She backed up, aiming the double-barrel at the man.

      “Now be a good boy,” Ruth snarled, “and get off our property, Mr. West.”

      Samuel snorted at her and then broke into a full-bellied laugh when he spotted Matthew. “I’m asking again, as owner of this fine establishment, who the hell are you?” He pointed a finger at Matthew.

      Matthew couldn’t believe it. The man clearly thought having two guns trained on him was nothing to worry about. It just showed how far gone he was—losing his fear to the confidence booze could give. He didn’t even know when he was in danger; his survival skills had been dulled by the drink.

      “You heard her,” Matthew said. “Get out of here.”

      “This is my land,” Samuel spluttered, wiping at the stain on his coveralls. He’d dropped the glass when Matthew shot at him, and spilled alcohol stained his chest. “This is my hotel.”

      “If you don’t leave I’ll take another shot,” Matthew warned, and flicked the gun up and down to catch Samuel’s attention. Keep it focused on him and away from his mother.

      “Like you could hit anything,” Samuel sneered, but his cheeks flushed red with anger. “This place is my inheritance. My daddy promised it to me and then you people moved in, thinking you could steal it from me.”

      “Just because the power is out doesn’t mean you get to steal our property,” Matthew said, feeling his own anger heat up inside his belly. He really wanted to take Samuel out, but he knew he had to try to convince the leech to leave.

      “You’re a cheat!” Samuel screamed. His eyes seemed to pop out of their sockets. Spittle flew from his mouth. Somehow, Matthew had crossed a line. “I dreamed of owning this place. And you stole it from me. You stole my inheritance from me. I’m not gonna let you take it away from me again.” He took a steady step towards Matthew, looking like a bull about to charge.

      Matthew saw his life flash before his eyes. His blood roared in his ears. Even if he could shoot Samuel to save himself, he’d still be committing murder. But what if he missed? He might hurt his mother. Could he take that chance?

      Ruth cocked her elbow back, holding the gun like a baseball bat. With a shriek, she slammed the double-barrel against Samuel’s skull with a sickening crunch. Samuel swayed. Ruth pulled back and widened her stance, looking like a batter up to the plate, and swung a second time. The gun collided with Samuel’s head. Blood sprayed up, coating the gun and Samuel’s temples. Samuel dropped like a stone.

      Ruth let out another shriek, as if to hit him again. Matthew held up his hand. “Mom, it’s okay. You can put down the gun. He’s out.”

      Ruth slumped, as if all the strength had gone out of her. Matthew put the .45 on one of the coffee tables and tentatively walked towards his mother, his arms held out. She uttered a quiet sob and dropped the gun, running towards Matthew. He enveloped her in his arms, holding her tight.

      “Oh god,” she whispered. “What a horrible man. What a terrible human being.” Her shoulders shook and Matthew rubbed her back.

      “I’m here now, Mom. I’m sorry you had to deal with that all on your own.” Matthew shut his eyes tight for a moment, wondering what she’d gone through, and how long Samuel had been terrorizing her. “Where’s Patton? Is he okay?”

      “I managed to get him to stay in the kitchen when Samuel wanted to make redecorating notes. I told him not to come into the lobby, even if he heard something. I’m so happy to see you,” Ruth said, clinging to him. “I wondered…I’m just glad you got here in time. Where’s your father?”

      “Outside or looking for Patton. Although he was supposed to come running if he heard gunshots.”

      Ruth pulled back with a surprised sigh, wiping at her eyes. “He never was as good with orders as he thinks.” She turned to look at Samuel’s still form. “I guess we should see if he’s still alive.”

      Matthew gave her one final squeeze before letting go. He was desperate to see his son, but he also didn’t want Patton to see Samuel in this state. He knelt next to Samuel and put two fingers against his throat. The pulse was strong, despite the puddle of blood that seeped from the bruised gash on the side of his head. He looked up at Ruth. “Still alive and kicking.”

      “We better get him outside and out of our hotel,” Ruth said with a frown. “He’s not welcome, but I don’t know when he’s going to come around again. I only want to kick him out once.”

      “You got it.” Matthew stood and went to the front door, opening it up. A breeze of fresh air wafted through, ushering out the awful scent of booze and Samuel’s own particular brand. Matthew noticed the frame had been shattered as if kicked in and he frowned, wondering if this was how Samuel had gotten into the hotel in the first place. With the door open wide, he knelt to pick up Samuel’s legs. Ruth stood at his head, and reached down to grab his arms. Together, they managed to heft Samuel up and half-carried, half-dragged him out the front door. Matthew grunted under the weight—the man was compact and heavy.

      “Like taking out the trash,” Ruth said and Matthew snorted a laugh, grateful to be home and grateful to have saved his family.
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      Together, Matthew and Ruth staggered out of the hotel with Samuel’s limp body swinging between them. Matthew’s arms ached with the weight, and he wasn’t surprised when his mother had to pause for a rest once they made it through the doorway and out into the sunshine. As she rubbed her arms with a grimace, Matthew gripped Samuel by the legs and dragged the man over to the concrete lane leading up to the hotel. Pausing to catch his breath, he then continued to drag Samuel to a patch of grass and dirt. He dropped Samuel and stood up, stretching his arms upwards until his back popped. Sweat beaded on his brow, and he wiped it away, taking a moment to consider his next move.

      Samuel groaned and began to thrash like a fish who’d realized it had just been caught. Dust clogged the gash on his head, but Matthew didn’t feel the least bit sympathetic. Ruth came up beside him and handed him the .45. Matthew held the gun loosely in one hand and squinted in the afternoon light, wondering how such a beautiful blue sky could exist on a day that had nearly ended with him killing someone.

      Honestly, it still might end that way. Yet now that Samuel had been removed from the hotel, the adrenaline that had surged to protect his family—and that had driven Matthew to violence—slowly drained away, leaving him exhausted. He wasn’t sure he could point the gun at Samuel now and pull the trigger. Before, he’d had no other choice. His mother was in danger. Samuel had a shotgun pointed at her, and he had turned her into his personal servant. Samuel had tried to take their home. The list of wrongs was long, but Matthew’s golden heart—while battered and tarnished and cracked—still beat in his chest.

      If Samuel lived, he might always be a threat to Matthew’s family. He might come back, try to take their home again, but that was all speculation. He might also slink home to Galena, curl up with a bottle of booze, and reflect on what insanity he had caused because of his greed. If Matthew shot him now, it took away all options. Death might be the final ending for Samuel, but it would leave a mark on Matthew. A breeze caused the grass around him to rustle. The trees swayed gently around them. Matthew flipped the safety on the gun. He wouldn’t use it unless he absolutely had to.

      Samuel groaned again, this time in pain, and rolled back and forth. His eyelids cracked open, showing a sliver of fury. Finally, Samuel blinked and gasped, propping himself up on his elbow while Matthew aimed the gun at him. Matthew had a message to get across, and he wanted Samuel’s full attention.

      Samuel sneered up at him. “You got the guts to use that thing? It’s not a toy. You think you can take out Samuel West?”

      “We already did,” Matthew said and beside him, Ruth grinned. “You want to try us again? My mother could smack you on the head and see if that knocks any sense into you.”

      “Maybe next time I’ll have to give just as good as I get,” Samuel said, glowering at Ruth. “I’ll make you pay double for what you did to me, hell I’ll make you pay tenfold, you stupid—”

      “You try and return here and I will shoot you,” Matthew interrupted as Samuel’s threats to his mother brought on a new wave of anger within him. “I won’t hesitate. Maybe I should shoot you now.”

      “This hotel was always meant to me mine.” Samuel spat at him and tried to stand up, but Matthew clicked the safety off and raised his eyebrows at Samuel in warning.

      Samuel grimaced and sank back down to the ground. “If you don’t use that gun on me like a real man would, then I’ll just come back and take what’s mine some other time and you’ll never see it coming.”

      “You won’t like what you find,” Matthew said. “I promise, next time I’ll be a much better marksman. Or should I decide to take you out now? I don’t think I’ll miss, being this close.” He took a step closer as he felt that instinct to take out the threat looking to hurt his family building inside of him again.

      A scream of denial suddenly cut through the air. Chills ran down Matthew’s spine as he heard the high-pitched wail and he glanced up to see the source of the cry. In the driveway, hands up and pointed to the sky, stood a petite figure wearing a fringed jacket. “Don’t do it, Matthew!” Jade yelled, cupping one hand around her mouth and jogging toward him. “Seriously! Don’t do it! Let him go!”

      Matthew snarled silently at her. The fingernail gouges along his wrists from their fight—now scabbed superficial wounds—reminded him to be careful of who to trust. “What are you doing here?” he yelled back. “Don’t you dare come any closer.” He kept the gun trained on Samuel, but at the same time, he wished he had something to defend himself against her, too. He anticipated her jumping on him and trying to wrestle the gun from him again. Could it be that she and Samuel were working together? Maybe they were both in on Samuel’s ridiculous plan to take the hotel away from Matthew and his family. How could that even be possible? Had Jade pegged them before they even met?

      Jade slowed but still kept creeping closer, as if approaching a skittish horse.

      Ruth put a warning hand on his shoulder and asked in a low voice, “Who is that, Matt?”

      “Her name is Jade,” Matthew said through gritted teeth. “We met her while walking here. She shot Dad.”

      Ruth’s face paled. “Your father’s been shot?”

      “Please, Matt,” Jade pleaded, taking a tentative step closer. “I’m so sorry about everything. I followed you here, I wasn’t sure—”

      “Matthew Riley, you don’t let that woman take one step closer!” David’s voice bellowed through the air, and the door to the hotel slammed back as David burst through it, walking down the stairs with anger in his eyes. Behind David, Patton lingered in the doorway, his mouth open in surprise when he saw Matthew holding Samuel at gunpoint. Ruth let out a small shriek, bolting away from Matthew to run towards her husband.

      “It’s okay, Patton,” Matthew said to him as Ruth enveloped David in a hug. David wrapped his good arm around her waist, even as his eyes darted to Jade and back to Matthew. Patton looked like he wanted to say something, but he couldn’t get the words out. Matthew wanted to run to him and pull him into an embrace, but he had to deal with these lowlifes first. He couldn’t let them get the upper hand and hurt his son.

      David wrapped one arm around Ruth’s waist, and they walked back towards Matthew and Jade. Tears streaked down Jade’s cheeks as she looked at David. “I’m so sorry, David, really—”

      “What are you doing here?” David snarled. “What could you possibly want? To kill more people? You’re not welcome here.”

      “I…” Jade swallowed hard and tried to find her voice again. Her ponytail was mussed and falling out. Streaks of dirt covered her cheeks. “I followed you from the interstate after…after Matthew ran me off. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I tried to make up for what I did to you, David, don’t you remember? I helped you when you were sick on the road. I gave you water and some painkillers I had. I told you I was sorry for everything. I never wanted to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t help me.” David tightened his arm around Ruth. “I don’t remember that.”

      Jade looked to Matthew for help. “I did, I swear. You were starting to hallucinate while Matt was getting medical supplies, and so I tried to do what I could. I tried to cool you off—Matt, I promise I did—and I made you drink water and gave you some more aspirin when you looked like you were in pain.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” David growled.

      “I’m not lying,” Jade said, looking lost. Her chin wobbled as she tried not to sob. She kept her pleading eyes on David. “Believe it or not, I did try to take care of you. Mrs. Riley, I really did, I swear. I never wanted to hurt you, I don’t know what happened, why I acted like I did. I was just so angry at being left on my own again. I thought we were all getting to be really close, and then when you said I had to leave...I don’t know, I just lost all my senses.”

      “Why would you do that?” Matthew asked softly. “After everything you did, why would you try to help us?”

      Jade dug her hands into her pockets. “I know I did a lot of terrible things—things you couldn’t forgive me for.”

      “You killed a man. You shot the gas station clerk in cold blood,” Matthew said, seeing the irony that he held a man at gunpoint, but he decided he wouldn’t analyze that one too much.

      “I did,” Jade said, as tears cascaded down her cheeks. “It was an impulsive, terrible decision. I was scared and…I wanted to show you that I could be tough. I’ve seen some awful things being on my own, and I didn’t think it through. I’ve regretted it ever since.” She wiped at her eyes with her sleeve, and Matthew saw the agony in her expression. “I promise you, Matt, you don’t want to do what I did. If you kill that guy, you’ll never forgive yourself. He’s not armed. He doesn’t have a fighting chance. Believe me. You don’t want to deal with the consequences.”

      “Why are you trying to save him?” Matthew demanded. “Do you know him?”

      “I’ve never met him before in my life,” Jade said. “I swear to you. It’s not about that. It’s about sparing you what it feels like to kill someone. You don’t want that on your conscience, Matt.”

      Samuel glared up at Matthew through narrowed eyes, his breathing heavy, and it seemed as if he were waiting for Matthew’s judgement, not caring either way about the verdict. A knot of concern grew in Matthew’s stomach—he couldn’t understand how anyone could be held at gunpoint and still act as if they’d done nothing wrong or as if they had nothing to lose. Samuel would never understand that he’d threatened and hurt people for his own selfish gains. Matthew shook his head. Something was wrong with Samuel—and whether it was the alcohol or the delusions of grandeur, Matthew couldn’t quite put his finger on it. All he knew was that Samuel would feel nothing if he shot Matthew or tried to beat Ruth. No compassion lay behind those detached eyes.

      Jade’s words resonated with the tenderness and belief in humanity that Matthew had always tried to nurture in himself and others. While he had become wiser after everything he’d experienced on his travels, he by no means had lost his faith in people, even if he might now be more cautious about it. Grudgingly, he had to accept that Jade had a point. He would rather not have his future stained with Samuel’s blood.

      “You need to leave this place and go back to Galena or wherever it is you came from and never darken our doorway again,” Matthew told Samuel, and he found himself somewhat awed at how steady his voice sounded. “Don’t test me a second time.”

      For a moment, neither Matthew nor Samuel moved. Matthew wondered if Samuel would reject the notion and demand that Matthew hand over the rights to the hotel, perhaps even force Matthew to act violently once more. He felt a strange calm come over him. He knew he’d fight for what was theirs. He wouldn’t stand by and let Samuel take over. If this was a battle of wills, Matthew wouldn’t back down.

      He stared at Samuel until Samuel’s mouth pursed into a thin line. Scrambling to his feet, Samuel stumbled over the dry grass away from the Riley family and towards the main road leading back down the mountain. He shot one last look over his shoulder with wild eyes. “You’ll regret this,” he shouted, pointing an accusatory finger at Matthew. “You’ll regret everything. Just you wait—I’ll be back. You can’t keep a West man down, and I’ll take back what’s rightfully mine. Sleep with one eye open. Did you hear me? Did you hear me?”

      Matthew lowered his arm and flicked the safety back on the gun as Samuel disappeared down the winding road. “Yeah, we hear you,” he answered under his breath. “We just don’t care.”

      David clapped Matthew on the shoulder and Ruth let out a soft sob, bringing her arm around the other side of Matthew so that they stood in a group hug.

      “Hey!” Patton yelled from the porch. “What about me?” He bounded down the steps and ran straight for Matthew. Matthew couldn’t help the delighted laugh that escaped from him as he bent down to wrap his arms around his son and hold him tight. Tears welled up in his eyes as he thought of Patton dealing with Samuel, and he wondered what his son had had to endure with a monster like that.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” Patton said and his arms felt wiry around Matthew. “Me and Grandma were both really worried.”

      “You were worried?” Matthew laughed as relief flooded through him. “I was going out of my mind wondering if you were okay.” He kissed Patton on the top of the head.

      “I’m glad you took Samuel down a peg, Dad,” Patton said as he pulled back enough to look at Matthew directly. He somehow seemed more grown-up than when Matthew had left him. “He…wasn’t a nice man.”

      “No one is ever going to scare you like that again,” Matthew said and knew Patton had some alternative choice words besides “nice” to describe Samuel. Matthew couldn’t blame his son—he figured he had the same thoughts when it came to Samuel West.

      Patton leaned back more and looked solemn. “You’re gonna have to teach me how to use a gun, Dad.”

      “One step at a time, Patton. I just got home. I need to learn how to use it better myself.” Matthew shook his head incredulously as David swooped down to engulf Patton in a bear-hug.

      “Did you take care of your grandma while I was gone?” David asked.

      “Ahh, Grandpa you’re suffocating me, of course I did, of course!”

      Matthew stood and hugged his mother, then grew somber. “Have you heard from Kathleen?” he asked.

      Ruth shook her head. “Nothing from either her or Allison.”

      Despair filled Matthew as he thought about his wife and daughter, who knows where on the road. “We didn’t see them at all coming up here,” he said quietly.

      Ruth tried to smile, but it looked wobbly at best. “They’ll come home, Matt. We both know your wife. She’s as stubborn as a bull. They’ll be here soon, I bet you anything.”

      Matthew nodded and took the assurance for what it was. He turned to see Jade watching the reunion with a wistful look. She fingered the fringe of her jacket, and he noticed that some of the pieces had been ripped and torn off, leaving the jacket looking exceedingly ragged. She gave him a small smile, but still looked as though she, too, awaited judgement. Perhaps acceptance. He remembered what she’d said to them before turning on them. You’re just like everyone else I’ve ever met. Underwhelming.

      Matthew sighed. Maybe, in this one case, he could give Jade a second chance. It might be the one thing that differentiated him from all the other people in her life, despite the risk of her turning on him and his family. He briefly looked at David, who raised an eyebrow, as if waiting for Matthew’s decision. Matthew gestured to her towards the hotel. “I supposed you should join us inside. Tell us the rest of your side of the story.”

      Jade’s lips parted in a bright, genuine smile. Tears glimmered in her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered as the Riley clan turned back towards home, ready for whatever was to come next.
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      “How much longer?” Allison asked, shooting Kathleen her usual grin over her shoulder.

      “Three miles,” Kathleen said, unable to hide the excitement in her voice. The stress and fear from their earlier encounter with Andrew and his gang had melted away—slowly, like ice on a cold day, but melting all the same. Allison’s smile had thawed from terrified and cautious back to easy-going, which was a relief to Kathleen. Ever since they’d passed Galena’s welcome sign, Kathleen had begun to relax and hope by counting everything she could: the passing minutes, her pedal rotations, and her own personal landmarks that let her know how close they were to the hotel. Ever since they began to climb the mountain road leading up towards their home, she’d allowed that hope to grow roots and settle. Without a doubt, they would make it home.

      The road here was relatively empty of people and cars, which gave them both the freedom to swerve their bikes side-to-side or to ride in the middle of the lane without a care in the world. The rest of Galena had been in the same state as Chicago, with abandoned cars ditched on the side of the road or left in the middle of the asphalt. People seemed to be hunkering down and preparing for the worst—although Kathleen didn’t know how anything could get worse. She thought of what Rhonda had said about cyber-attacks, and she pedaled faster up the hill. The burn in her thighs was a small price to pay to get home that much faster.

      When they’d passed the sharp switchback marked by the twisted tree standing out from all the others, she’d called out to Allison, “Five miles!”

      When they’d passed the break in the trees where a small wildflower-filled meadow lay before being swallowed up again by the dense trees, she’d cried out, “Four miles!”

      Allison rolled her eyes at Kathleen. “You’re so dramatic, Mom.”

      Kathleen felt like she was soaring.

      Up until now, the ride hadn’t been easy. After Kathleen had killed Andrew on the side of the road, she and Allison had flipped back and forth between confused anger and fear, to relief that they had made it out of the situation in one piece and relatively unharmed. Allison’s weeping had faded away to sullen silence and then to outrage when Kathleen tried to explain her actions. Kathleen responded at first with deep feelings of betrayal, as if Allison wasn’t on her side, and then became terrified Allison might disown her for what had happened, but finally settled on a melancholic acceptance. She couldn’t change the past. Her actions would haunt her. Her soft-hearted daughter might feel some kind of awed fear towards her. She’d seen Kathleen shoot someone, after all—even if that person had been threatening them and putting Allison in direct danger. Kathleen couldn’t control Allison’s feelings. She could only hope that Allison would still love her after everything they’d been through. She hoped Allison would continue to see her as a nurturing person and that their relationship and history would win over violence that, while it had lasted minutes at most, had damaged them both.

      But oh, they were so close to home Kathleen could taste it. Even better, it felt as if she and Allison were stepping back into their old mother-daughter groove. They no longer screamed or yelled at each other, no longer offered soft apologies or tearful explanations and reasonings. It was as though a weight had been lifted off of them. Kathleen couldn’t wait to ride to the hotel’s front door and see Patton fling the door open and leap into her arms. She wanted to plant a fat, wet kiss on Matthew and hold the rest of her family close. She wanted to erase everything that had happened and go back to how things were before. She dreamed that it could be so.

      The three-mile landmark was a gentle slope in the road followed by a secondary switchback before the climb really began. Kathleen breathed heavily as she pedaled hard and then coasted down the slope. Her eyebrows drew together in new concern when she saw a white delivery van parked on the side of the road.

      The back doors were flung open. Motorcycles surrounded it, shining black, some with red-painted flames. A few were parked in the middle of the road, effectively blocking anyone or anything from getting by. Some men leaned against their handlebars. The muted murmur of their conversation filled the air. Allison slowed down and looked at Kathleen in alarm. Kathleen slowed down too, and realized they couldn’t continue to coast as far as they could up the hill. The mountain road had already begun to incline steeply and slowing any further would bring them to a complete standstill. Plus, she couldn’t exactly scoot around the motorcycle gang without dismounting her bike as it was.

      A tattooed man stepped out of the back of the van with a head of lettuce between his hands. Bouncing on the van’s bumper, he held the lettuce over his head and smashed the produce against the ground. As the lettuce head split in half and began to roll down the hill, he roared with laughter. The rest of the gang echoed him.

      “Mom?” Allison asked in a low voice as both she and Kathleen came to a complete stop. “What should we do?”

      “Not much we can do,” Kathleen said under her breath as she dismounted. She hesitated and briefly wondered if they should risk abandoning their bikes and veer into the woods to hide. At the same time, her hands gripped her handlebars. The bikes were a treasure in this world that had been turned upside down. It seemed like a terrible idea to drop them when they’d needed them so much on their journey. They should keep them at all costs unless it became necessary to get rid of them.

      Rhonda’s warnings echoed in her mind. Stay away from enclosed spaces. Stay away from crowds.

      Kathleen had learned one lesson the hard way on her journey: don’t trust anyone.

      She pulled up close to Allison and took a couple of deep breaths to calm her thundering heart. Her lungs burned from the trek, and she knew her cheeks were bright red from exertion. “We should try to get around them without instigating any problems,” she said. “We’ll just act confident and walk around them as much as we can. They have no reason to want to engage with us.”

      “Where’s the gun?” Allison asked in a low voice, tilting her head closer to Kathleen.

      Kathleen wanted to cry, but cleared her throat instead. She hated that her daughter’s first reaction was to wonder about their safety and ask about the weapon Kathleen had used to protect them. “In the holster around my waist, still.”

      “Good,” Allison said.

      Kathleen looked at her with incredulity. “I promise I won’t hurt anyone.”

      “If you have to, you should.” Allison glanced at her mother, and Kathleen saw the glimpse of a much-older Allison who’d been hardened by experience and was practical down to her roots. A wave of unexpected relief flowed through Kathleen. Finally, it felt as if they were in this together and that Allison had her back as a partner and not just as her daughter.

      Even so, Allison was still Kathleen’s child, and Rhonda’s other warning rang through her mind. Protect your daughter at all costs.

      “If this looks like it will turn into another situation like before,” Kathleen said, “I want you to run into the woods.”

      “I’m not going to abandon you with a group of hostile bikers,” Allison snapped. “I won’t let someone put their hands on me or you like that again.”

      “That’s not…” Kathleen’s throat felt parched. Her braid lay in a sweaty tangle over her shoulder. Did Allison see herself as weak for not fighting Andrew and his men more? Was her silence and crying not because she’d seen Kathleen murder someone, but because she herself felt like she should’ve done more? Kathleen put her hand on Allison’s arm. “Honey, you were in a terrible situation. You did everything you could.”

      Allison tilted her chin up as if holding back tears. “Not such a great time to talk about our feelings, Mom.”

      “Then promise me if things get bad here, you’ll run into the woods. I don’t want to have to worry about you. The hotel is a mile or two north of us. All you have to do is keep climbing upwards. This is the only road to the hotel, so you can follow it from the woods to get back home.” Kathleen’s legs shook with a sudden weakness now that her garden of hope had been dug up and scorched. She didn’t want to be separated, but she had to keep Allison safe. At all costs. “Promise me,” she said and this time even she could hear the steel in her tone.

      “I’m not going to do that,” Allison said with a note of finality.

      “You have to. Once you get to the hotel, you can find help. Hopefully your father is already there. Then you can come back for me, okay? Allison, promise me.”

      Allison frowned, her blue eyes narrowing as she studied the biker gang. The gang had noticed them now and began nudging each other and peering in Kathleen’s direction. Once more, Kathleen felt like a mouse in the claws of a particularly gleeful cat. “Promise me,” Kathleen hissed.

      Allison considered her for a moment, but finally gave her one quick nod.

      “Good,” Kathleen said and tightened her hands around her handlebars. She held her head up high. “Never forget that I love you. Now, let’s see what new trouble is in store for us.”
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      The prison was unnaturally quiet.

      Max sat on the edge of his bunk as the electricity went out, his hands tightly clasped in front of him to hide his trembling. It was still seen as weakness to show any kind of emotion. The light from the elongated, beveled window next to him let in the mid-morning sun, giving him a glimpse of the blue sky just out of his reach. The power had been unreliable since Kathleen’s visit. He’d lost count of how many times the lights had flickered and gone out. Whenever they did, he imagined the generators whirring to create electricity for them and wondered what would happen if the generators died and the lights stayed out. He never had to find out, though. The lights would always sputter back on. The guards would let out a collective sigh of relief and would remove their hands from the hilts of their beat sticks.

      A guard rattled a ring of keys, opened up Max’s cell, and motioned Max out with a small, if tired-looking, smile of hello. It was his cellblock’s recreation hour. The guard hadn’t been a friend by any means, but he had had a certain responsibility for Max’s protection. Max, the singing bird. Max, the betrayer. Max, the drug mule who’d broken the trust of some very dangerous men by listing off other mules responsible for transporting cocaine across country borders. Max, who had given these up in exchange for a reduced sentence. Max, who told the police details about the route and the checkpoints. Max, who had a target painted on his back from day one in prison.

      Max eased past the bars and looked around him to see if anyone new had been admitted to their block. His eyes flickered over the familiar faces, and the knot in his stomach didn’t loosen. No one new had joined, but that didn’t mean that he could let his guard down. He had to be aware of everything around him at all times.

      The guards had had to move Max from his original cellblock when he was first brought into the prison because one of the inmates had threatened his life. Some guy Max had never seen before had caught him coming out of the bathroom, shoved a shiv close to his eye, and promised Max he’d make him mute so he wouldn’t be able to sing anymore. Max had requested a transfer that was quickly granted, but he knew inmates within the prison were out to get him. There were way too many people in this prison who wanted him to suffer for what he’d done.

      Trying to act bored, he got in line and followed the guard out and up to the triangular rooftop recreation yard. Max breathed in deep and found himself grateful for the fresh air. A basketball court sat ready at one side, and some of the inmates grabbed a ball to start a game. No one asked Max to join and he didn’t ask. It was better for him to stay away and not make friends. Friends could turn on him, given the right incentive. He glanced up into the sky. All at once, he felt closer to the sun than he ever had before, and yet still so isolated from everything he’d once known. Crossing his arms, he began to walk a loop around the recreation yard’s perimeter. A breeze fluttered by and he shivered. Goosebumps ran down his arms. He listened for the familiar sounds of traffic that usually came up from the streets below, surrounding the prison. Being in the middle of Chicago meant that he’d become used to the background tones of cars speeding to their next destination. He’d become used to the honk of horns and the squeal of wheels to accompany the cawing crows and cooing pigeons who liked to perch on the barbed wire and watch the inmates exercise. He cocked his head to the side, but he heard only an eerie silence. It was as though all the traffic had stopped.

      Frowning, he calmly walked past the concrete wall and peered out the barred gate that looked down over the city. He could see cars down below, but for some reason, everything had come to a stop. Some cars were parked in the middle of the street. Maybe there was a parade planned? Maybe street cleaning? It seemed odd that everything around the prison seemed to be frozen in time.

      Max took a couple of steadying breaths, and he tried to find some semblance of control. He had no idea what had happened after Kathleen visited, only that he got the sense that the prison had begun to descend slowly into disarray. The guards seemed frazzled as if overworked. Max didn’t want to find out what would happen if things got more chaotic. The prison was a world different from everything he’d known before, but it revolved around the idea of who was the toughest. It was a world of packs, and it was dangerous to be a lone wolf. Max had done worse than decide to be alone. He had betrayed his pack that had wanted to bring him into their fold with promises that if he brought in enough cocaine, he’d be a very rich and very happy man. For Max, it was easy wealth. With his good looks, no one ever told him no. He’d been Max Patterson, the golden child wherever he went.

      He never expected to be arrested. He never expected to be sitting beside a court-appointed lawyer who’d seemed more focused on her next case than his. He never expected to have to listen to a list of charges with this trapped feeling growing bigger inside of him with every passing moment. He didn’t realize that he’d joined a pack that didn’t care about him, only what he could do for them. He remembered how he’d tried to give the detective a tentative smile and show her his soft side. He’d wanted to convince her that he was just a stupid man in the wrong place, wrong time. That he didn’t deserve to go to prison. He remembered how she’d glared at him and kept asking if he understood the trouble he was in right now.

      He’d taken her deal. He’d rather spend less time in prison than sell half of his life to a gang full of high-stakes members who only saw him as a pawn that had gotten caught. But in doing so, he’d made terrible enemies. And friends of those enemies stalked the prison hallways with his name on their lips and handmade knives in their hands, prepared to make him suffer for singing.

      He shut his eyes for a moment. Get ready for your welcome home surprise. That was what the man who’d attacked him when he’d first arrived had whispered. The words haunted Max. He knew he wouldn’t be able to survive in here for much longer. That wouldn’t be the first attack and he was just waiting for another one to come his way.

      He looked back over his shoulder. The group that was playing basketball laughed when one of the inmates missed a shot. Beyond them, a smaller group of men seemed to be watching the players intently. Max knew better. He remembered how one of them had looked at him when Kathleen had visited. The way they sized him up before taking note of his sister and his niece. They now knew he had family. Family could be leveraged. Max stared back at them. Daring them. Trying to show he wasn’t scared, even though his hands continued to tremble.

      They’re coming for you. Soon.
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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 their way to survive while realization of 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, works to escape from prison to reunite with his family 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?

      
        
        Get your copy of Erupting Danger

        Available April 12th, 2021

        (Available for pre-order now.)

        www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        EXCERPT

      

      

      Chapter One

      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 mountain 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 she hoped she and Allison could stick to the side of the road and maybe even get by with their bicycles without so much as a hello. At this point, she knew they wouldn’t be able to get by 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 good produce for the fun of it. Was there any decency left?

      This time the tattooed man handed bundles of carrots and a mesh bag full of 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 the tattooed man would have thrown perfectly good lettuce against the pavement and then 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. “If they notice us, we’ll wave hi and keep going. Easy peasy.”

      Even she knew these promises were lies. She couldn’t help but feel on edge and studied every move the group made. Most of their attention remained fixed on the tattooed man raiding the van as if eager to see what else he would bring out for them.

      They had to be about a mile from the hotel. Just one mile from home. It felt so close and yet so far at the same time. 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 they would melt into the background, like a squirrel or a 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 mountain 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 mountain air filled her lungs. She pushed her bike off the asphalt and onto the shoulder, which was filled with sharp sticks and fallen pinecones. The tattooed man disappeared into the van again and then brought out another haul of food to hand to another of his biker friends. He sniffed a head of cabbage and made a face. The cabbage head hit the pavement and splintered open.

      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 Allison. In the days when Kathleen wasn’t a... She couldn’t think it.

      Some of the bikers whispered to each other as she and Allison approached. A strange anticipatory silence descended over them. The tattooed man handed off the last of the produce he’d gathered and 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.

      Kathleen tried to stop her own snarl in response. She resented the fact that these people were making her feel like a wild animal. What was the point of threatening her when they outnumbered her? The only reason was to make them feel strong and her weak. She began to rethink the situation and what she should have done—hide in the woods, abandon the bikes, wait until the bikers left—but she was tired of obstacles standing between her and safety.

      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. Instead, the cold seemed to freeze her higher thinking, giving her hands agency of their own.

      The memory of Andrew Lang loomed in front of her. 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. Instead, a man in Andrew’s crew pawed at her terrified daughter while Kathleen tried to play nice. That interaction had ended with Andrew dying on the ground with a gunshot wound to the neck.

      While the…murder had been ghastly, what terrified her more was the fear in Allison’s eyes. She wouldn’t let that happen again. Not this time. Not ever.

      She reached behind her back. As soon as she felt the ridged grip of the handgun, it seemed to galvanize her. 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, and 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.”

      “Find my own haul?” Kathleen asked and felt Allison reach out to take the bike from her, freeing her hand. “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 interjected. 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.

      “Really?” Kathleen asked and motioned the gun to 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. “You can see for yourself. We shouldn’t have made such a mess. Just having some dumb fun.”

      “It’s not so fun now, is it?” 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 glared at the tattooed man. She wanted to trust him, but she’d learned that kindness couldn’t be counted on. She needed to keep her guard up.

      She 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 and yet have limited ways to carry them.
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      Survival of the fittest becomes harsh reality in the blink of an eye.

      Greg Healy isn’t fooled. The hunting trip is merely a ploy contrived by his wife and mother to force Greg and his father to end their estrangement. Not even Greg’s teenage daughter or his father’s hunting buddies along for the ride will be enough of a buffer to heal the rift of long-standing resentments. But the helicopter has barely dropped them in the remote Canadian wilderness when they discover their new equipment is dead with no explanation. Now they’ll have to rely on each other and resort to Old West ingenuity to find their way home—before the hunter becomes the hunted.

      For seventeen-year-old Darryl Healy, things aren’t much easier on his grandparents’ cattle ranch. Not when his highly intelligent and successful mother keeps hounding him about college applications. But college quickly loses its allure when the lights go out after a cyberattack. Frightening responsibilities fall squarely on Darryl’s unproven shoulders as a power-hungry politician is determined to confiscate the ranch’s resources—by any means necessary.

      Danger and death await the Healy family as each group attempts to navigate this terrifying new post-apocalyptic world while the vast wilderness separates them. When deceit arises from within their ranks, they’ll face threats as lethal as the grizzly bears and mountain lions lurking in the shadows.

      And in order to survive the nightmare, a deal with the devil might be their only saving grace.
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      The rotor blades kicked up such a fierce cloud of dust and debris that Greg had to shield his face with his hands. The limbs of the trees whipped wildly, and the backwash of the rotors made the cold air sharp, stinging his exposed flesh. And then the helicopter was moving away, its deafening roar shifting tones as it flew out across the valley. Greg brushed stray leaves and dirt off his shoulder and watched the bright-blue Bell 407 disappearing in the pale eastern sky. As it went, he felt civilization going with it.

      Well, we’re in the wilderness now, he thought. No backing out of this.

      Still, he remained frozen in place until the sound of the helicopter had completely faded. Only then did he turn, willing himself to move. The others were scattered across the clearing already against a backdrop of massive lodgepole pines, black spruce, and larch trees that dominated the mountainous area. It was raw British Columbia wilderness, just about as far from civilization as you could get without parachuting into the tundra.

      All of their gear that had been unloaded from the helicopter formed an impressive pile. Greg’s father, Tuck, was already working hard to arrange the bags and boxes of tarps, ropes, blankets, and more. The leathery old man was all skin and muscle these days. Somehow Greg’s father had retained his farmer’s strength, though his flannel shirt and jeans hung loose, and he’d shriveled a bit in recent years. As Greg watched, his father grabbed a massive tent pack and heaved it off the pile like it was nothing.

      Well, this is it, Greg thought. Quality time with the old man. It’s now or never. Marion wants me to make this work, so I’d better make it work.

      He sighed and crossed the clearing. The pressure was on. Tuck heard him coming and turned. Greg’s father looked so much like him, it was as if someone had taken Greg’s broad face, shrink-wrapped it over his skull, and charred the skin slightly in an oven. That was an uncharitable assessment, of course, and Greg knew it.

      “Hey there, Dad,” Greg said. “Can I help you out?”

      Tuck was heaving the packs off the pile, carrying them over to the tents and setting them down one by one in a neat row.

      “Suit yourself,” Tuck replied, in that rough voice of his. The man had a remarkable ability to make the least little comment sound like a complete and utter dismissal.

      He doesn’t mean it. That’s what Marion would say. That’s also what his mother would have said. Greg’s wife and mother were thick as thieves when it came to this forced reconciliation.

      Greg grabbed a big bundle of sleeping bags that had been lashed together and worked it off the stack. As he did, Tuck picked up another one of the tent packs and hoisted it up like a hay bale, carrying it over to the others.

      Greg heard what sounded like distant thunder, and he glanced up at the sky. The only clouds to be seen were gathered just above the treetops to the west, but they didn’t seem threatening.

      “Well, looks like we might get rain during our first night camping. A nice, chilly autumn rain. I suppose I don’t mind.”

      “If it drops a few more degrees, we might get snow,” Tuck replied. “You can handle a little precipitation, I hope. The big city hasn’t coddled you that much.”

      “I can handle whatever,” Greg said, struggling to lug the sleeping bags over to the tents. “I just hope it clears up by morning. I plan to hit the river tomorrow. I’d like to get some fishing in first thing in the morning.”

      “I was thinking we ought to hike the area first,” Tuck replied. “It’s always best to get a lay of the land.”

      Already a disagreement. Greg was caught between wanting to keep the peace and wanting to go his own way out of sheer, hateful habit. But their friendly little father-son chat was interrupted when Dad’s buddy walked over and proceeded to have one of his coughing fits.

      Eustace Simpson was a former smoker whose lungs and throat had yet to fully recover. He was a huge burly chap with an impressive red beard and a massive Cro-Magnon cranium. He wore a thick, red flannel jacket that strained at the buttons, and his hands were calloused and rough. Eustace was an acquaintance of Tuck and Tabitha Healy, and he also claimed to be an avid fisherman and hunter. However, Greg had his own reasons for accepting the man’s invitation, reasons he hadn’t shared with anyone, though he wondered if the man sensed his purpose.

      Eustace knows I’m an environmental lawyer, Greg thought. Surely it has crossed his mind that I have my eye on him.

      “Sun’s going down,” Eustace said in his deep voice. “We’d better get these tents set up before it’s too dark.”

      “I got you covered, buddy,” said Tommy Riedel, a small guy with a scruffy beard—one of Tuck’s other friends. “Let’s do this.”

      “Dad.”

      The last member of their camping trip was Emma, Greg’s fourteen-year-old daughter. She was a bit heavy on the eye shadow these days, and Greg thought it made her eyes look bruised, but he still saw the round-cheeked little girl she’d once been. She had her mother’s brown eyes, and wisps of blonde hair poked out of the edge of her toque.

      “Dad, I want to set up my own tent,” she said, coming up beside him. “By myself. I know how to do it.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “It’s not a simple setup like a dome tent. You’ve never set one of these up before.”

      “I can do it. Watch me.” She brushed past him.

      Emma’s long-range plan was to become a park ranger, and she wanted to prove herself this year. She’d made that very clear. Greg was tempted to give her a bit of advice anyway, but he bit his lip and walked over to Eustace instead, helping him unfold the support poles for his much larger tunnel tent.

      “What do you think?” Eustace said, taking in the surrounding wilderness with a broad sweep of one arm. “I keep a nice campsite, eh?”

      “It’s a lovely area,” Greg replied. And, indeed, he was excited to see what it had to offer. He’d never camped this far from civilization, and the looming mountains and towering forests were breathtaking.

      “Everyone thinks we mess with the land,” Eustace said, “just because we’re a natural gas company. But you can see for yourself. This is virgin land. We haven’t done a damned thing to hurt it.”

      I’ll be the judge of that. We already know more than you think, pal, Greg thought, as outwardly he merely said, “Looks that way.”

      Tuck’s little friend Tommy was flitting about the camp, apparently too excited to focus on any one task. As Greg watched, he tried to help Emma set up her tent, but she shook her head and waved him off.

      “I did it, Dad,” Emma said. She’d set up her tent in record time, and although it didn’t look perfect—sit seemed slightly out of alignment—it was serviceable. Greg gave his daughter a round of applause.

      “Excellent,” he said. “I couldn’t have done better myself.”

      She gave him a withering look that suggested she didn’t believe he meant it. “Well, now I’m going to start the campfire. I can do that, too!”

      She moved to the center of the camp and began clearing a firepit among the rocks. Greg was genuinely impressed with his daughter—not just her ability but her self-reliance. He’d tried to encourage it in her over the years, and it seemed to have taken root.

      That’ll serve you well, kiddo, he thought.

      As she began stacking up kindling, Greg went to his gear and picked out a small plastic suitcase. He undid the combination lock and popped it open to reveal a rather expensive satellite phone tucked into foam padding.

      Time to make a call, he thought. Marion will want to know we’re settling in.

      The phone looked somewhat like an old Nokia cell phone from the early 2000s, though it was larger and had a much longer, thicker antenna. It was packed with a charger, a backup battery, and a bunch of other attachments and accessories that he rarely used. He worked the phone out of its padding, tucked it into his shirt pocket, then walked across the campsite, trying to appear like he was taking a casual stroll. Best to be far from Eustace, just in case he had to mention the case.

      Greg pulled the sat phone out of his pocket and pressed the on button. It usually took a few seconds to turn on, so when it didn’t respond right away, he didn’t think much of it. He double-checked to make sure he was pressing the button firmly. When it still didn’t respond, he pressed the button a few times repeatedly, shook the phone, and pressed the button one more time.

      Battery must be dead, he thought. He went back to the briefcase, grabbed the charging cable, and plugged the phone into the backup charger. He gave it a few seconds, then tried to turn it on again. Still nothing.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered. “This damn thing is practically new. I tested it yesterday. Yesterday.”

      With a pocketknife, he worked open the battery case, then swapped out the battery with the extra in the briefcase. This time, he pressed the power button as hard as he could and held it there for almost a full minute. The phone still didn’t turn on.

      “Son of a—” He bit off the curse. Emma was close by, her fire already crackling. Marion didn’t like it when he cussed in front of her.

      “Dad, look. It’s already going pretty good.”

      He looked over his shoulder and saw his daughter adding sticks to a small, steady fire. She was doing a great job, but the sudden anxiety spoiled the moment for him. He needed this stupid phone to work.

      “Very nice,” he managed to say, then turned and smacked the satellite phone against his palm.

      He tried the power button one last time and got no response. Disgusted, he tossed the phone back into the briefcase, dumped the battery charger on top of it, and slammed the briefcase shut.

      “Problem?”

      He looked up into the bony face of his father. Why did the man always look like he’d sucked on a lemon?

      “The stupid sat phone is dead,” Greg replied. “It was working this morning. Somehow, between the time we left the hotel and the time we landed at the campsite, it died.”

      “Well, we are supposed to be roughing it, after all,” Tuck replied. “Maybe nature did you a favor.”

      “I need…we need that phone,” Greg said. “What if there’s an emergency?”

      “We have first aid kits,” Tuck said.

      “I promised Marion I’d get in touch with her so she’d know we all arrived safe and sound.”

      Eustace walked over then, brushing his big, ruddy hands on the thighs of his jeans. “Take the battery out. Let it sit overnight inside your tent. Maybe the cold messed with it. Try it again in the morning.”

      “That’s…” A stupid idea. But it wouldn’t help his cause to say it, so he pressed his lips together instead. “Yeah, I’ll try that, Eustace. Thanks.”

      He picked up the briefcase, carried it over to where he intended to set up his tent, and dumped it on the ground in disgust.

      The batteries were brand-new. The phone was working just a few hours ago. It doesn’t make any sense.
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