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To the Levesque family,

for the unconditional love and constant encouragement.

I’m forever grateful.
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Think You Can Survive? Prove It.

THE Try Not to Die series is just getting started — and you can be the first to experience each deadly new chapter.

Sign up for Mark Tullius’s free newsletter and you’ll receive:


	Three FREE ebooks: TNTD: At Grandma’s House, Morsels of Mayhem & Somber Stroll


	Early access to upcoming Try Not to Die releases

	Exclusive content you won’t find anywhere else



Survive the books. Enjoy the perks.

Join now — if you dare.

Click here to join newsletter and get your free ebooks.

Author’s Note

This book is the second book in the Brightside series (or the third if you count Try Not to Die: In Brightside which is a short segue between the two books told from the perspective of a female Thought Thief). If you haven’t had the opportunity to read Brightside, I suggest you do that first. Brightside is free at most online retailers, or you can download the format of your choice for free at my website MarkTullius.com.
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Chapter One
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IN BRIGHTSIDE I COUNTED by days, but since the escape it’s been nothing but nights. It’s nearly Night 7, the last bits of sunlight crawling through the cracked mud that patches together the warped pieces of plywood. The floor is a filthy strip of brown carpet covering dirty concrete, our roof a drooping blue tarp. This hanging black blanket is the only thing separating me from the rest of the shack.

Our shitter’s an orange and black Home Depot bucket; a fifth of the five-gallon capacity is filled with my watery mess. The plastic edge is embedded in my legs and ass because I’ve been sitting here so long. I should be sleeping, but I’m too ashamed to face the person whose life I absolutely wrecked. I can’t let her see me like this.

I assumed roaches would be the biggest problem under a bridge, but right now it’s the flies. Dozens are buzzing between the bucket and my soiled clothes stuffed in the corner, but nearly as many are hovering above my left collarbone, the bloody bandage advertising a feast.

With the sling off, I can move my lower arm a bit, but the upper part is taped tight to my chest. Thanks to the oxy I can’t feel my ankle much either, just a hot throb. My toes are the deep purple of overripe grapes because I’m terrible at taking advice, ignoring everyone who’d said we wrapped it too hard. But none of it matters. All I need the foot for is this one last night.

From the other side of the blanket, she whispers my name. Her voice is sweet and innocent although I tore that away when I refused to take her no for an answer, a true American hero. “Joe,” she says loud enough to hear over the traffic. “Please come back.”

I say I will. I’m almost done. The syringe glistens in my palm. 5 cc. More than enough to end everything. I need to say a prayer.

Even when I was a kid, I thought praying was bullshit. Crazy how things change when the knowledge that you’ll die one day solidifies into the understanding that the end could come any goddamn second.

It isn’t just the Boots that want revenge. It’s the whole fucking country, probably the world. They all saw the videos of what we did. According to the media, I’m a stone-cold killer, the most wanted man in America.

It’s a long story and if you don’t know about Brightside, I don’t know where the hell you’ve been. It’s where they stuck us, a beautiful prison for telepaths, a power so great it made our lives worthless.

That’s the thing I need you to remember. They left us no choice. We had to get out of Brightside.

We did what we had to.

And there’s one last thing left to do.

Night 1
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Chapter Two
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THE SUN WAS STILL UP when Day 100 became Night 1, the exact moment there was no turning back and simply saying sorry.

I’d been planning the escape for a long time, training my body and mind for what I imagined lay ahead. My escape was supposed to be sneaky, slipping away in the dark. After Sara, the beauty I shared an office with, turned down the offer, it was going to be just me all by myself. But then it became me and Rachel, someone to enjoy piña coladas with on the beach. Then Sharon, Brightside’s shrink and undercover resistance ringleader, roped me into a master plan designed by my own father. On Day 99, I was left with no choice but to be their triggerman.

I’d still planned on Rachel being right there beside me, but she saw the lipstick, knew it was Sara’s. When I said my final goodbye to Rachel, she had been dead for fifteen hours, stuffed in my closet. Her face was gone along with most of her skull, her Care Bears shirt drenched in blood.

With no sleep, a dead girlfriend, and a psychopath threatening to kill me, I went up to the rooftop of the tallest building in Brightside. From there, I took out one of their helicopters with a lucky shot and watched it crash on the Square below.

The Boots were already clearing the building so I hurried down to the fourth floor where I sold timeshares. That’s when Wendell called me into the bathroom and saved me from that rookie Boot by thunking his head on the sink.

The burning helicopter was enough of a distraction that I was able to make it out of the building unnoticed and rendezvous with Sara, who got pulled back into the madness when that psychopath Wayne kidnapped her mentally disabled brother, Danny. We hurried up the mountain to the hidden mineshaft and made it to the mine, where Wayne was waiting, the tip of his knife drawing blood from Danny’s neck.

I tricked Wayne into trusting me and managed to get hold of the shotgun, but I was too much of a coward to pull the trigger. Wayne ripped the shotgun out of my hands and slammed me onto the rocks, used the Mossberg to crush my throat. Everything would’ve ended right there if it hadn’t been for Danny attacking Wayne and Sheriff Melvin putting a bullet through his brain.

At first, I believed that if I’d left right then and gone down the shaft with Sara and everyone else, we would’ve gotten away without a hitch. Now I know that’s not true. My going back to get Wendell’s sixteen-year-old sister, Becky, slowed us down a bit, especially since I twisted my ankle tripping over a root, but the Boots had been waiting all along. Some of those fuckers knew what was going down. They fucking knew.

Agent Palmer knew. He was the one waiting for us with a sniper on the other side of the mine.

I’d just blown away three Boots on the 200-foot-high ledge and more were coming. The rope ladder was slick with ice, but I had control over my fear of heights, my will to live overriding everything else. I was halfway down when the sniper opened fire, missing my face by just inches before blasting the hole through my collarbone. Sheriff Melvin saved me again by taking out Palmer and the sniper. Sara and Danny waiting on the side of the Boot-splattered highway with Dad was the surprise. He was our driver.

They stuck me in the back of the moving van with forty others, leaving behind dozens more that couldn’t fit. I hoped some of them would make it, but we’ve seen every one of their bodies on TV, their dead mugshots making you feel better, keeping all your dirty secrets safe.
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THERE WERE TWENTY TOO many of us in that truck, no room between our squished bodies, just dark thoughts to match the blackness. I was in shock but heard Becky’s and Sara’s thoughts along with everyone else’s inside my six-foot radius. Most were scared, all of us delusional, hoping we’d just got through the worst of it.

Being more of a realist, I figured we were fucked but I tried my hardest to stay positive for the others. Sharon was up in front and didn’t get to see it, but I think she’d have been proud of me. Even with the bullet through my collarbone and my mangled ankle, it was my delusion that brought calm to the van. I believed we were free.

But that shit only lasted like two seconds, Becky bringing back reality by thinking the cops were going to light up our vehicle, bullets blasting through the thin walls until we were all dead.

My mouth was parched, so I kept silent. We’ll make it. Palmer probably reported us, but he doesn’t know where we’re headed.

It helped ease her mind. I told Becky that it was my dad driving. He wouldn’t have risked everything for nothing.

The line seemed to work on her, but then I got to thinking about what she said, how we were all going to die in that box.

I tried to sit up and nearly screamed. Through clenched teeth, but loud as I could to be heard over the thrumming road, I asked “Who knows the plan?”

A man toward the front said, “None of us.”

From somewhere close, Terrance said, “Yep, everything’s compartmentalized.”

A woman whose voice I didn’t recognize said, “Only Sharon, and she’s up front.”

I asked about Demarius, Sharon’s right-hand man.

Someone said Demarius didn’t make it. “Ate a bullet in the park.”

Carlos, my Brightside Travel boss, crawled over and said, “Hey, Joe, we’re all proud of you.”

I never thought I’d hear those words out of his mouth. I also never realized how meaningless words could be. I asked, “What do you know?”

“Some, but not much. You doing okay?”

I asked about guns and he said we had a couple. I asked what our contingency plan was if we got pulled over and reminded him, We have to assume everyone’s searching for this truck, or at the very least, something big enough to transport this many people.

Carlos was just like the rest and didn’t know shit.

Think about how many men we’ve killed. I wanted to be wrong but knew I wasn’t. They can’t let us get away with this.

Sheriff Melvin said, “I’ve got eight bullets on me. A small cache should be waiting at the drop off.”

It was growing more difficult to speak so I directed my thoughts at Melvin. Where’s that?

Melvin was all guesses. I called out for the other gunmen, but we hit a bump and I yelped from the blast of pain radiating from my shoulder.

Sara held me tighter and said, “Shush.”

That just made things worse, had me feeling trapped with all that blood pooling on my lap.

Nervous like I’d never heard her, Sara said, “Is there anyone with medical experience in here? I don’t know what to do.”

No one said a word, but then Dr. Osaka, Brightside’s vet, knelt beside me, put his hand on my forehead and wished me peace. He unbuttoned my shirt while Sara shined the flashlight she’d pulled from my pocket.

Osaka confirmed what I figured. “It’s shattered but not bleeding badly. It’ll need to be cleaned, but not while we’re moving. Too dangerous.”

Sara asked, “What can we do?”

Osaka placed gauze in Sara’s hand and guided her to the hole. “Maintain pressure.”

“Will he be okay?”

Osaka patted my head, but I could barely feel it, my hearing going the same way as my vision. It sounded like he was talking with a mouthful of cotton. “He’ll have to be,” he said. “He has no choice.”

I woke to the tick of the truck’s turn indicator as we eased off the freeway. I had no concept of time and asked, “How long has it been?”

Everyone agreed it was around thirty minutes, which meant we were either getting off the 190 west or M-90 south, either one giving us escape options. The truck slowed to a crawl but the turn up an incline bounced us all around, the pain whipping me fully awake.

My dad alerted us before raising the rear door, said we were safe and warned us not to shoot. The warehouse lights were dim, but it still took a second for my eyes to adjust, Dad standing in front of a bunch of strangers.

Everyone else’s eyes must’ve started working too because they all rushed for the door. Someone knocked Sara into me and I screamed.

Dad yelled, “Stop!” He shouted it even louder and everyone froze in place. “Order! We have info and supplies, but we need order!”

Danny, Sara, and Becky formed a circle around me while the others cleared out. They were careful getting me down, but everything hurt, the noise so loud with everyone rushing about, hugging, crying, shouting. The voices blended with idling vehicles on either side. My head started throbbing and my hearing got fuzzy, sound coming in waves. They brought me to my dad, his dusty brown eyes sparkling behind his glasses, his hair so much grayer than it’d been three months before. I wanted to hug him, to say something, but all I could think was, I feel sick.

Always quick with an answer, Dad said, “Shock’s wearing off is all.” He ordered Danny and Becky to take me to the blue station wagon at the back of the warehouse.

My ankle was ballooning out my sock, a tenderness that couldn’t be touched. I only had the one arm to hold on with, so Danny, who’s built like an NFL lineman, took all my weight while Becky cleared a path through the reunions. Moving hurt like hell, but it helped me focus, kept away the nausea.

Becky, whose freckled face was scratched from being pulled through the trees during our escape, popped the rear door and cleared a space between all the bags and blankets. After a painful struggle getting my jacket off me, Becky placed it under my head for a pillow. She said, “You’ll be okay.”

Three loud claps echoed through the building, Dad’s favorite call for attention. “Listen up,” he said. “All Brightsiders need to follow whatever your Outsider tells you. We know what to do, where to avoid, how to act.”

All I could see was the drab gray roof of the station wagon while a woman kept shouting for Tommy, demanding someone answer her.

Dad said something, but I couldn’t listen because I was freaking out, afraid that I was about to die. I called for Danny then Becky, but neither was there. My eyelids were too heavy, my mouth parched. It was sad to think the gunmetal gray might be the last thing I’d see.

#
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FATHER TOLD ME TO WAKE up but my eyes wouldn’t open.

He said it again. Even if I could, I wouldn’t open them. I didn’t want to go to school.

His hand went on my right shoulder. “Now.”

Nearly every morning it was the same thing. Him shaking me awake all pissed off because Mom had stayed overnight at some friend’s.

“Joe, wake up,” Dad said, ripping me out of the past. “The morphine should take away some of the sting, but I don’t want you jumping.”

The lights were blinding and I’d been drained of all energy, the entire left side of my torso an angry throb. I mumbled, “Turn it off,” and tried to shield my eyes, but that arm was in a sling and my right hand held tight by Danny, who was draped over the backseat, his usual smile hidden by an expression of concern.

Sara said sorry and moved the beam of light off my face, the gunmetal gray coming back.

“Keep the light right where it is, one hand on that shoulder,” Dad told her. “Joe, you just breathe. And hold still.”

I couldn’t help but think of Dad’s motto that I’d always thought was just talk. Prepare for success but plan for disaster.

His head hovered above the bullet hole. “We’ve got to get this clean,” he said. “You’ll be fine.”

I closed my eyes and wished I’d just pass out.

Whether it was the morphine or Dad’s skill, I didn’t feel a thing. He pulled back out of sight and said, “Goddamn, you got lucky.”

I kept my teeth clenched to speak. “Don’t feel lucky.”

Dad rummaged around in a bag by my head. The package he pulled out matched the gray roof. He tore off the top and said, “If that bullet hit two centimeters lower you would’ve bled out before you made the truck.”

Danny squeezed my hand a little tighter and said, “It’s okay. It’s okay.” For Becky’s sake, he thought, I’m keeping him brave.

Dad’s been out of the military for twenty-plus years but remembered the routine. “Alright soldier, we’re almost done, but you’ve got to hold still.” A red sweater appeared in front of my face. “Bite it.”

Like a good boy, I chomped down without questioning, the scratchy wool rubbing the top of my mouth, my breath turning it into a furnace. I’m ready.

Dad jammed his finger into the wound, packing in the material with the gentleness of an enraged gorilla.

Danny shouted, “Oww! You’re squeezing too hard.”

I couldn’t let go of Danny until Dad finished and patched me up with a bandage.

The gray roof grew dimmer until it blended with the black, into a crazy world where Dad said, “You did good.”
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Chapter Four
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A WOMAN CALLED MY NAME, told me to wake. Her hand grabbed my leg and shook. “Joe. Get up. We need you.”

My eyes opened but everything remained black. It was hard to breathe, something covering my mouth. For a second, I was back in first grade, that man’s oily blue denim sleeve smashing my lips, his hand squeezing my throat.

My entire body shook. “Joe, please,” the woman said, her hand rocking me hard. “Wake up.”

My left hand couldn’t move, but my right swiped at my face and threw off the itchy blue blanket, the gunmetal gray above. “Where am I?”

The sweet but scared voice said, “We’re in the car headed to Mexico.”

Fuck. Reality ripped off a layer of grogginess. It was Wendell’s sister, Becky, leaning over the back seat in a bright orange sweatshirt. I asked, “My dad?”

From the front seat, sounding like she was about to snap, Sara said, “Joe, what do we do?”

Becky filled me in with rapid-fire thoughts, told me there were twenty cars between us and the high-powered lamps at the checkpoint.

I asked, “Do we have a gun?”

“I do,” she said, crawling halfway into the back so she could help me sit up, the pain clearing the rest of the daze.

My head rested against the rear window, the headlights keeping away the darkness, everything too bright. I couldn’t see Sara because of her headrest, but I found her eyes in the rearview. “Where’s Sharon?”

Sara pointed two cars up at the black Audi. “Right there. What do I do? All I have is a bullshit ID that looks nothing like me.”

Trying to sound confident like my father, I said, “They’re rolling everyone through too quick to be checking licenses.”

She said, “If we’re going to try it, you better get back down.”

There were nine cars between us and the checkpoint. Two Boots in blue jeans and black windbreakers stood there looking tough with arms crossed but not doing a thing. It was the guy in the middle of the cars with his colors reversed. He was waving people through, a thick silver brace wrapped around his neck, chin to chest. Oh fuck. “Look at the guy in the middle.”

Sara said, “He’s one of us.”

I had never seen a Sentinel in practice but had heard about them on the news. Becky thought about them being used at all major functions in Los Angeles. Even some celebrities had acquired Thought Thieves of their own to help keep them safe from closet telepaths feeding off their fears.

The Audi’s rear passenger door opened and the interior lights lit up Sharon’s husband behind the wheel and their four-year-old daughter beside him. The girl threw herself over the front seat, arms stretched out, mouth wide with a piercing cry as her mother fled the car. Sharon ran for the dirt embankment, her daughter’s sobs slicing through our closed windows.

I never cared for Sharon and she only tolerated me because she was my shrink and wanted to use me. We were all ordered to share every thought with her, but I kept it all inside. All the bad shit you box up and forget in order to protect yourself.

But even though we were not friends, I prayed Sharon would make it over the broken-down wooden fence at the bottom of the embankment and find a way back to her daughter.

The cry that’ll never leave me didn’t even earn Sharon’s daughter a double take from either Boot. They just walked after Sharon with no sense of urgency, let her make it halfway down before they took aim and fired.

The gunshots jerked Danny awake and he screamed as Sharon did a final dance, crashing to the ground and tumbling into the fence, her face jammed in the hole where a board was missing.

The Boots turned back to the Audi. Sharon’s husband stood beside the driver door, daughter shrieking in his arms, both with hands in the air. The Boots each fired two shots, the bodies falling to the highway.

Sara sat stunned so we shouted for her to punch it. She stomped on the gas and took us right, crushing the cones and jumping the curb to go down the embankment. The shoulder was blocked by vehicles, nothing but grass on the other side of the wooden fence. I hoped we were going fast enough and shouted, “Go through it!”

Danny acted like we were on a roller coaster, his hands on the roof. “Wooaaah!”

I had nothing to hold on to but was wedged in tight with bags and blankets, barely moving when the station wagon punched through the fence, chunks of board flying, our windshield smashing into a million-crack maze.

Sara kept her foot on the gas, sticking her head out the window so she could see. We were tearing through the back field of a park and were halfway to the playground when the clunking beneath us turned into a piercing grind and Sara threw on the brakes.

I pointed out the streetlights on the other side of the empty basketball courts and told Sara to keep going. There didn’t seem to be anyone following, but I knew helicopters couldn’t be far behind. I said, “We need a car.”

The parking lot was empty, the neighborhood asleep, thick smoke rising from under us. There was the four-way stop to the right and the traffic light a couple of blocks down to the left. Sara asked how we’re supposed to get a car. “Steal one?”

Becky spotted approaching headlights. She hoped it wasn’t the Boots. Sara prayed it wasn’t the cops. All I cared about was a vehicle.

This white kid looking straight out of college slowed his silver four-door Sentra for the stop sign. An old lady with glasses was close behind in a cherry red Cadillac.

I said, “Sara, block them.”

Sara didn’t hesitate and stepped on the gas.

I hated putting the second part on Becky, but she had the gun. “You got to jack one of their cars.”

We flew through the intersection and Sara whipped the wheel hard, slid us sideways in front of the Sentra. Becky just sat there and watched the driver start yelling. I thought loud and hard to shake her awake. Becky! The Boots are coming!

Becky bolted out the door and aimed the gun at the guy, stood like she knew what she was doing.

The Cadillac burned rubber in reverse and sped away. Porch lights flicked on across the street.

Like she was auditioning to be the sweetest carjacker in the country, Becky said, “I’m so sorry, but we need your car.” When the guy didn’t move, she became a little more serious and said, “You can take our car. Please, I don’t want to hurt you.”

His hand came off the wheel and I was sure he was going for a gun. So was Becky, her finger hugging the trigger.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” The driver showed his hands. “I’m gonna unlock the door.”

Becky lowered the gun. “Hurry up.”

The back of the station wagon opened and Danny, who looked like a bodybuilder in his tight tank top, pulled me out, the movement aggravating the deep, dull pressure throbbing through my shoulder. Becky sat the driver on the sidewalk while the neighborhood came to life, porch lights popping on, angry voices yelling.

Danny stuffed us in the Sentra’s back seat with a bunch of bags. Seatbelts were out of the question, but we had enough cushion to feel safe. Becky got in the passenger seat, loaded with gear. She was closing the door when some lady yelled, “I’m calling the cops!”

Sara asked, “Which way?”

I said, “The freeway. South.”

Becky told her, “Straight. Just move.”

Sara backed up, then zipped around the station wagon. Not wanting to get pulled over for something stupid, I said, “Don’t go too fast.”

Becky’s heart was pounding, her palms sweaty. She wanted to throw the gun out the window. I can’t believe how close I came to shooting him.

I thought, But you didn’t.

I felt sick for sticking her in the situation, for the entire thing, but there was no time for remorse with Sara panicking about which way to go.

She asked, “Should I turn left at the light?”

Becky said, “We’re too close to the checkpoint. I say go farther.”

As a rule for all of us to remember, I said, “Don’t stop if you see them coming, Sara. They’re going to kill us.”

Danny thought that made no sense. “But we’re the good guys.”

Becky asked Sara, “Where’s that phone? We need a map.”

“Sweatshirt. Right pocket.”

Becky got the app working but didn’t know what the single-digit number inside the bubbles that blinked about the map meant. She said, “There aren’t any buttons so I can zoom in.”

Sara asked, “Is there anything you can press? Those bubbles must be the safe houses.”

Becky said, “How do I know which one to pick?”

I told Sara to take a left at the light. “The freeway’s right there.”

The blinker clicked on. Sara said, “Pick the closest one.”

A cheery woman on the phone guided us onto the freeway, the southbound lanes nearly empty, the northbound a parking lot of red brake lights. Two helicopters thumped behind us, hovering over the checkpoint and park.

Becky said, “It’s twelve minutes.”

I said, “But what about Mexico?”

“Not in this car,” Sara said. “Plus, your dad said that this makes for a good Plan B.”

Back home Plan B stood for bullshit, but I kept that to myself. “Yeah, for how long?”

Sara said, “It’ll give us time to think.”

Becky said, “And plan.”

Danny said, “And eat.”

Mexico had been the plan. “What about a boat?”

Sara said, “If we somehow got our hands on one, what then?”

I can barely keep from barfing at sea and know nothing about sailing. I settled back with the bags and closed my eyes to stop the spinning. I concentrated on my breath and focused on good thoughts, let the morphine pull me back down.

I didn’t remember falling asleep but the next thing I knew some strange woman said, “Get off the freeway in 600 feet.”

Becky apologized for startling me and lowered the phone’s volume. Speaking nice and calm, she guided Sara left at the light, right on a two-lane street, then another left just past the grocery store.

It looked like a decent neighborhood with at least one SUV in each driveway, the lawns neatly trimmed. After a few turns, Becky said to slow down. “It’s that brown one on the left.”

The small one-story could barely be seen behind the giant tree. Sara pulled over at the next house up and asked, “You’re sure?”

“This is it,” Becky said. “And there’s nothing else to press so I guess we’re supposed to go up and knock. Did Joe’s dad say anything else?”

Sara said, “There should be a word on the screen upon arrival. Is there anything?”

“Here it is,” Becky said. “Ghost.”

“That’s it.” Speaking to Danny and me, Sara said, “Everyone got that? Just say ghost.”

Becky asked about the car and reminded Sara that I couldn’t walk.

In that extra slow drawl of his, Danny said, “I’ll watch him.”

Becky assured Sara we’d be okay. “I’ll go with you to dump this and we’ll run right back.”

It was too late at night to be standing out on the sidewalk. I said, “Where should we wait? Someone’s going to call the cops.”

Sara pointed at the tree. “How about under there? I can’t see anything from here.”

We were out of options so they left us with half the bags and drove away. Danny set the bags beside the sidewalk while I did my best not to fall over or puke. As quietly as we could, I hobbled with Danny to the safe house. It was dark under the huge oak, but only until we took another step and motion detectors lit the yard.

I squinted, the light too bright for my dilated pupils. “Over there,” I said, directing Danny to the door. We reached the first step just as the porchlight blinked on and a blue light appeared on the doorbell console. Sounding as scared as I felt, a man asked, “Who’s there?”

Before I could say anything, Danny said, “Me and Joe.”

I elbowed Danny’s side and told him to say the password, hoping he’d remember what I’d already forgotten, my mind all mushy.

Danny put his mouth next to the console and whispered, “The password.”

The guy said, “Off my property or I’m calling the cops.”

I said, “Go ahead. Can’t wait to tell them about your involvement.”

He went silent so I kept on going. “Turn this light off before someone else calls it in. You’ll be just as fucked as us.”

The light snapped off and two locks disengaged. The door opened just enough for me to see the black semiautomatic gripped by chubby little fingers. It opened a bit more to reveal the rest of the middle-aged man, his Wallflowers T-shirt bulging over his baggy khaki cargo shorts. His voice cracked when he said, “I’m only equipped for one. And not some...”

I said, “Differently abled.”

Danny smiled. “Plus Becky and Sara.”

The guy shook his head, his cheeks jiggling. “What? No way.”

I said, “Sorry, man, it’ll just be the night.”

He opened the door a little more so he could peek out, look up and down the street. “Who saw you?”

“No one, but if you don’t let us in someone’s going to.”

The guy was scared, no ability to hide his thoughts. A hundred percent he didn’t want to take us, but he knew I was dangerous. He stepped to the side and said, “Hurry up. Down that hall.”

The living room had a scuffed hardwood floor and ugly furniture, in the hallway a worn green carpet. We stopped at the last doorway, but he scooted past us and stopped in front of the painting at the end of the hall, a dark ocean with a beaming lighthouse.

He turned to us, his face all serious like a substitute teacher on his first day of assignment. It was me being injured and no longer a threat. “Look, once you’re in here, you aren’t coming out. Not until I say it’s clear.” He kept the gun by his side, chastising himself for not just pulling it out and tossing us. “I don’t know why you’re running or where you’re headed, I just know you can’t stay. Especially with fucking four of you.”

I nodded, didn’t say a word, just looked him dead in the eyes, let him cook. This guy never dreamed of talking down to anyone even close to his pay grade. He’d also never been in a fight he’d won and was worrying about Danny and how strong he was.

He cleared his throat. “So you understand?” he asked, his confidence gone.

My eyes didn’t leave his. They were right there waiting for him each time he looked away. “You swore you could be trusted,” I said. “Can we trust you?”

He said, “Of course,” and pressed a button on the bottom of the painting. A lock clicked and he pulled open the hidden door. He waved us into the small room that’d been added on, not much in it besides the small bed Danny helped lay me on.

I told Danny I wanted to sit up and wait for the girls, but that wasn’t the truth. Now that there was a small sense of safety, that we had at least a few minutes to rest, the nausea was back, worse than before. Closing my eyes and taking big breaths were the only things keeping me from retching.

Danny remembered our bags were outside and went with the guy to collect them. They returned before I could pass out, Becky and Sara not far behind them.

I couldn’t open my eyes, but I knew everyone was staring at me. Danny said, “He’s sleepy.”

Becky sat beside me and put a pillow under my left leg, said we needed to get some ice on it. She and Sara worked together to prop up my shoulder.

Clear as I could, with just about the most shame I’ve ever felt, I thought, I am so sorry. To all of you.

Sara held my face and told me to hush, tried not to think about how warm I was. “Let’s all get some rest while we can.”

Their worlds had been entirely different twelve hours ago, none of them facing death. This isn’t how I imagined it.

Becky said, “We know.”

Danny said, “We’re okay.”

Sara said, “We’re alive.”

My mind was a muddled fog of death, the darkness closing in, leaving me with nothing but bullets destroying faces and nearly blowing off heads.

I said, “For now.”

Night 7
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Chapter Five
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MY CONCEPT OF TIME is shot, but the sunlight’s gone, the rumble of traffic turned down. Night 7 is now official. I feel like a piece of shit hiding in this corner, but I’m not so sure I can stand.

Careful not to push the plywood wall down, I use it to rise and steady myself. Even crouched over, my head’s hitting the drooping tarp. The mirror stapled into the plywood is level with my shoulder. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t look at it again, but it itches so damn bad it’s taking all I have not to scrap it clean with a knife.

I set the syringe on the milk carton, put my phone beside it, flashlight on. The bandage is sticky, takes skin and pus with it as I peel it back from the wound, the raw stench worse than the nastiness floating in the bucket toilet. Now I know why everyone who’s seen it makes a face that says I’m fucked. What should’ve healed up with antibiotics and a hospital stay has turned into the Eye of Sauron, yellow pus bubbling up between the black and red, a circle of angry raised skin surrounding it, dark red lines spreading the disease through my veins.

The bandage won’t stay up so I just leave it, bend over to get my phone but rise with the syringe. I thought I could trust myself, but I’m no longer so sure. I don’t know why it comes as such a surprise to me though, considering just seven days ago I had the shotgun under my chin thinking of joining Rachel, her half a head and my half a head completing each other.

Things would’ve been so much better if I hadn’t been a coward and just pulled the trigger. All the things I wouldn’t have seen, wouldn’t have known, wouldn’t have felt. All the sickness, all the suffering, fearing for our lives every second.

What I couldn’t do then, I would now if I didn’t have any responsibility. But maybe the most responsible thing would be sticking the needle in my neck and plunging it all the way down, but I’ve got to look myself in the eyes before I do what half the world wants me to.

My eyes are cold, no shine, can’t ever go back from what they’ve seen. What the Boots have done. What we’ve done. So much death.

All I wanted was freedom, just didn’t think this was the way I’d get it. Twenty-eight years old with nothing to show for it except a name people will forever despise.

I used to hear my dad telling me to pull the trigger, but that voice was all wrong. Now he’s screaming at me to be a soldier, fulfill my mission until the end.

Night 2



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Six
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WAKING UP ON NIGHT 2 was a slow climb out of a syrupy haze, no memory of where I was or if anyone was around. The air was warm on my stomach, cold on my crotch. I hoped I was dreaming.

Becky startled me when she said, “It’s okay. We need to get you changed anyhow. It’s not a big deal, Joe.”

Sara agreed. It’s nothing.

I wished the piss was my only problem because right then it was the pain, a red-hot pressure radiating from my left shoulder.

“Joe, look at us,” Becky said. She was kneeling on a duffel bag piled in front of the barred window. “We look different, right? Come on, that’s what we’ve got to do with you.”

I couldn’t remember what she’d been wearing before, but now she had on a tight pair of jeans and a black Misfits T-shirt. The big change was her hair, chopped short like a boy’s, the brown now blond.

Danny’s number 78 blue and white Giants’ jersey swayed back and forth as he corralled a bug in the corner. He’d found a pencil and was doing that nervous thing, rubbing his thumb up and down the end of it. It’s the same way he held that stick before plunging it in Wayne’s cheek.

I shake the image and concentrate on Danny, struggling to see what’s different. He looks at me over his shoulder and points to his jet-black hair.

“Oh yeah. And no hat,” I said, keeping my thoughts to myself that with eyes too close and a smile too big, Danny’s wasn’t the kind of face you forget.

Sara sat on the corner of the bed dressed like she was going on a date in gray pants and a dark blue blouse that matched her eyes. It was nice to see she’d gotten over the tiny scars on her arms, but I wondered what they’d make Becky think. Sara’s hair was how she usually had it in Brightside, pulled back in a ponytail, but I never imagined seeing a pink ribbon tied around it. Her attention was on the video playing on her phone, an earbud in one ear.

I thought of sitting up but said, “I can’t do it. It hurts.”

Danny groaned as he got up and came to my side. “You’ll be okay.”

My shoulder needed to be itched, but Danny grabbed my wrist and said, “Whoa, Joe.”

I sat up and shouted at least five fucks.

All of them warned me to keep quiet.

I lowered my voice. “Goddamn it hurts.” Not just my shoulder. My whole body.

Sara grimaced when she scooted over close enough to take hold of my arm in the sling. “You’ve been through a lot. We all have.”

Becky kept watch out the window. “Feels like I had twelve jiu jitsu matches yesterday. Just the second-story fall alone.”

Danny nodded, the cut on his neck a reminder of how close he’d come. “We’ll feel better.”

Sara held a small syringe and found a vein in my forearm. “This might sting.”

The needle pierced my skin, a tiny prick compared to the throbbing pressure.

I apologized and promised I’d be quiet.

“It’s fine,” Sara said. “I should’ve done it before, but we didn’t want to wake you.”

“What time is it?”

Becky said, “A little after six.”

“Can you see anything?”

“Nothing. Just this guy’s backyard, twenty planes flying by every hour.”

“Looking for us?”

Becky chuckled. “We’re under a flight path to LAX. Everyone around here is.”

Sara said, “But it’s not just out there we need to worry about, Joe. It’s everywhere.”

“What do you mean?”

She unplugged the earbuds and held her phone so I could watch some dorky white guy in a black suit and purple tie, a huge American flag behind him.

Sara saw I didn’t get it. That’s the White House. Their last press briefing.

Trying to sound sincere while his eyes read a script, the guy said, “Let me start by saying our hearts go out to all the families of the victims of yesterday’s tragic terrorist act. The assault on and the escape from Brightside will not be tolerated. It only solidifies our nation’s commitment to removing Thought Thieves and converting them from threats into assets.”

Some people clapped, but he held up his hand for silence. “Last night’s attack was one of the worst acts of domestic terrorism in this great country’s history. These rebels caused millions of dollars in damage and will cost us so much more for their recapture. But our president promises he will not spare a penny to see they face justice for taking the lives of 63 men and women sworn to watch over them.”
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