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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 sign up for the newsletter.



 


NOTES FROM THE AUTHORS

 

I loved reading as a little girl. I would spend entire weekends curled up, lost inside a book. Choose Your Own Adventures were some of my favorites because I loved the idea of having multiple options to relive a story with a different outcome each time you read it. The best were the “do-overs” when you got to go back and change your mind to make a better story. We had so much fun making this book and peppering in the references to jiu jitsu. We hope you enjoy it and maybe are intrigued to try a little of the martial art.

 

Dawna Gonzales

 

Not only is TNTD: In Brightside the second volume in the Try Not to Die series, it is also a semi-sequel to Brightside, my first novel. Those who have read Brightside may have a bit of an advantage getting through some of the obstacles, but there may also be some spoilers. On the other hand, if you read Brightside second, you’ll already know the ending. The choice is yours, but at least this decision isn't life-or-death.

 

Mark Tullius


Try Not to Die: In Brightside: Interactive Version
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Morning lights don’t come on for another hour, but the sun’s peeking over the mountain top, teasing the tips of the massive pines surrounding the park. I haven’t slept soundly in the two weeks I’ve been in Brightside, and last night was the worst. For sure the thunderstorm didn’t help, but I would’ve been tossing and turning even if I used earplugs like Sharon suggested. I also don’t need her to tell me that hearing neighbors dragged away in the night is part of the equation. I’ve learned it’s just another fact of life here. She doesn’t know the real reason I was up all night, that I’m one of the outsiders who’s not supposed to know a thing about the escape.

It doesn’t matter if I’m tired. Today’s the most important day of my life. And I’m not simply saying that to motivate myself to get out of bed. Today might be it, the real thing.

I like pretending this is the charming bed and breakfast we rented in Big Bear last summer. The floor is the same shade of oak, but there’s no squeak as I ease out of bed, careful not to wake Twister, the black and white bundle of fur curled up on the comforter. Wendell gave him to me on my first day here. He said this place could be just like home, only better. He said to focus on the positive.

They stuck me on the second floor overlooking the park, and I’ve got to admit, the view is breathtaking. But even better, the absolute best part about Brightside is my room. The décor is vintage thrift store, just my style, although the feng shui is all wrong with my bed pressed against the far wall. I love being able to crank the radiator full blast and keep it as warm as I want. If my room back home had ever been this warm, I would have been able to do my morning routine in just a sports bra, but there’s no way that’s happening here. The Boots say they turned off the cameras in our rooms, but most Brightsiders don’t believe them. I slip on my baggy blue and gold sweatshirt, repping the high school I’ll never return to, trying not to think about how my last two years there were snatched away with everything else.

I step in front of the window, really soak the view in one more time, and then begin my sun salutations. I inhale through my nose and raise my arms, take the slowest swan dive down to the floor and up to a flat back. I’m in charge of my body and mind. I control my actions. I control my thoughts. I breathe.

Fold in and release, let go of the tension holding me back. I acknowledge the understandable fear that’s begging me not to do anything stupid.

Mom, Dad, Wendell, and just about every one of my friends would take one look at this place and tell me how lucky I am, say I’m crazy to want to leave. They’d tell me not to look a gift horse in the mouth, that I’m living in the exact type of place I’d always dreamed of, something out of one of my books.

It’s not that simple though, or maybe I’m not that simple. I float back up, bring my hands to prayer position, breathe. Brightside is beautiful. This scene outside my window is infinitely nicer than the brick wall I looked at back home. Blue skies, not gray, sunshine breaking on Main Street and the Square off to my left, the dog park and pond down below, all part of our cute little town.

Inhale arms up, exhale down. Inhale flat, exhale fold. Rise and repeat. Return to prayer position. My uneven breath is a reminder that I’m still not acclimated to the altitude.

My answer to Wendell, to all of them, is to look deeper. I step into crescent pose, spread my arms and gaze farther up the mountain, my eyes stopping at the log cabin with a long bay window where the curtains are always pulled open. I can’t make her out from here, but I’m guessing Nurse Jennie’s working the front desk. She’s pretty and blond and always smiling. Every time she stops by the deli, she makes sure to be extra polite, but she’s also never ashamed to think about how she wouldn’t hesitate to whip out her Glock and blow any of us away in a heartbeat.

Sometimes you can see the Boots inside the Cabin, no less than three of them working at all times, but I won’t stare too long because that’s the kind of behavior that gets you thrown into there in the first place. That’s where they would stick me for having these kinds of thoughts. It’s where I would go for being a bad resident and not immediately reporting what I’ve learned.

The Cabin is something they want us to see, a silent threat that’s always there, looming over us. I arch my back and lift my chest, spot the cemetery another 200 feet up. This is the place every Brightsider will be buried unless their families are willing to pay for secured transportation and suffer the embarrassment of caring for a Thought Thief. It’s not something I’d expect of my parents, and I told them so. I also told them not to feel guilty for having those thoughts.

I put my foot flat and flow into warrior, arms spread like I’m pulling back a bow, steadying the arrow. I am not a helpless princess waiting to be rescued. I drop deeper in the pose and search the forest for the roaming knights clad in black, sniper rifles their weapons of choice. Most mornings I’ll find two or three of them. I spot one now, not far from the fence-line.

I flow through the salutation and find warrior on the left side. I reverse it and raise my elbow to the ceiling so I can see the Welcome Center way up high, nothing but trees and snow between it and the park. There’s the second ranger, walking a path north of the pond. A third is farther east, maybe a hundred yards or so from Riley’s, the last building in Brightside.

There are cameras everywhere and I’m sure I’ve only noticed the ones the Boots intended us to. I don’t see how anyone could plan an escape with so many eyes on us. I can’t imagine how any attempt could succeed.

I shake my head like it’ll knock those negative thoughts right out. That kind of thinking won’t help. They wouldn’t implement a plan that couldn’t work, right? I’m ready.

My legs are on fire, and there’s a tightness in my chest I hadn’t noticed, like I’ve been holding my breath. I step into mountain pose with hands in prayer, my balance broken, and try to find my center.

I’m so full of shit. Ready? I don’t even know for what. All my life I’ve been so proud of my skill at picking off thoughts, and here I am with no clue how or when the escape’s taking place. I don’t know if there’s a bomb, a helicopter, a tunnel, or a tank that rams through the front gates. I don’t know if people are going to die, but it seems likely. All I do know is it’s taking place after lunch and I’m going to be part of it. Somehow, I’m getting out of this beautiful, quaint, awful prison.

At least I figured out who some of the conspirators are. Sharon, for sure is one, most likely a major player. Noah from work, but he’s only a pawn. Wendell’s boss, Carlos, another possibility. The one that scares me is Joe, their coworker who almost fell six stories from their building yesterday. If Joe really is one of the key figures, what does that say about their chances?

But even if the plan isn’t ideal, even if it holds huge risks, does the potential reward outweigh the danger? Honestly, this place isn’t all that bad for those of us who can follow the rules, but I miss my parents.

I guess for me it comes down to control. I’ve spent half my life learning not to be controlled. Why would I stop now?

The pep talk isn’t working, my breath is forced, and the pressure on my chest feels like an opponent in jiu jitsu dropping all her weight on me and holding me down in side control. I hope this anxiety will pass and not put me on my back like at work on Monday.

It’s getting worse, like a bear hug crushing me, causing my breath to become ragged. I crouch down to escape the dread creeping over me and I crawl to the wall, put my butt against it and walk my feet halfway up in a restorative pose. My yoga teacher taught me this for anxiety, but the pressure’s still pinning me down, and actually getting worse.

I hear a sharp sob through the wall. Sheila cries a lot, always thinking of home, her husband, how he’d never forgive her. That’s the reason I moved my bed to the other side of the room. Something about this sounds different though.

A thump shakes the wall, brings a wail of Sheila’s thoughts with it. No! No!

A voice dark, heavy, and full of glee, thinks, Oh yes.

Sheila’s grunts come through the wall along with her prayers for help, for air, to please put down the knife.

The pressure gets worse and I realize it’s Sheila’s panic, not mine that I’m feeling. It’s an intense frantic agony of her struggle for breath. Please! Anything! Anything you want!

Sheila’s thoughts keep screaming for air, for someone to help her. I put up my mental shield to block her panic and the pressure is gone, but her thoughts still blast their way through.

I turn to my side and get on my knees, wondering what I should do.

A ripple of darkness rolls through me, making it so I can’t move. It’s the same voiceless violence I feel every time I pass the Basement and Wayne broadcasts his thoughts full blast. The psychopath thinks, Unless you want to be filleted like this bitch here, you better climb your ass in bed and believe this is a nightmare.

Oh, God He knows I’m listening. I freeze.

Sheila’s mind screams no, but my ears only pick up a muffle. I pretend they’re training jiu jitsu and Wayne’s practicing his choke. Sheila tapping out is inevitable.

Wayne shouldn’t be able to hear my thoughts, but my mental force field is compromised by emotion. I close my eyes and double my concentration, then silently crawl back up to my bed. I tell myself I’m not a victim. I refuse to be a victim.

Still loud and clear, Wayne thinks, That’s what this bitch thought.

An explosion of sharp pain from Sheila is followed by a flash of her disbelief. Oh God. He did it. Then…nothing.

I slump down on my bed, nearly squashing Twister. The phone’s in the kitchen, my door is locked. I tell myself I’m safe.

Bitch, No one is safe. But you lay your ass down and close your eyes and maybe you’ll make it through the day.

Everything that just happened seems so surreal, I almost believe it when I say, “I’m dreaming. I must be sleepwalking. I’m going back to bed.”

That’s a shame. We’d have fun seeing how many pieces we could cut Twister into while he’s still alive.

I curl up on the bed, hugging my legs to stop shaking. I’m a coward if I do what he says and there’s nothing stopping him from coming after me either way. I could call the Boots or make a run for the Sheriff’s office. But what if this is a sick part of the secretive escape plan?

[image: A barbed wire in the dark

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Block the door and call the Boots.

Do as Wayne says and stay in bed.

Run for Sheriff Melvin who is one of us.

 


Every time Twister dares a step, his foot sinks into the snow and he springs into the air. He’s not hearing anything I’m saying and keeps backing up, the edge of the mountain only inches behind him. Another little leap and Twister’s rear paw slips out from under him and off the edge, taking the rest of his body with it.

I dive over the railing and thud down on the ledge, both hands clutching fur. Twister’s claws sink into my flesh, but I bring him in, hold him tight to my chest. All I can say is, “You’re okay. I got you.”

My head’s just inches from the edge; blue sky and clouds are all I can see. The ground feels solid, and I’m tempted to rush back to the other side of the railing, but something compels me to test myself instead. I get to my knees and lean over, look at all the brown rocks below, the darker spots marking where bodies have splattered.

My jeans are soaked and Twister is squirming, so I pivot back to the railing and take a step. The ground shifts like a miniature earthquake, and I lose my balance, shoot one hand down for support.

The ledge is going out from under me, so I jump, one arm pinning Twister to my chest, the other wrapping around the railing. My lower half falls fast, then jerks to a halt, a hot slice of pain in my armpit where something just tore.

Twister’s crying and I shout for help. My feet scramble for purchase on the crumbling cliff as more and more rock falls away. I need both arms or I’m going to fall, so I toss Twister over the railing, no idea where he’ll land. With both arms around the railing I feel secure, but the railing starts trembling under my weight, and there’s only an inch of ground between its posts and the new edge of the cliff.

There’s no way it’s going to hold, so I try to haul myself up and over but only get my chest to the rail. I swing my leg up and there’s a loud click, the railing breaking free, my world upside down and spinning furiously. Rocks, sky, dirt, rocks, sky, dirt… rocks.
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The correct choice was Back up and let Twister follow.









I pull it together and slip off the bed, tiptoe toward the kitchen. I maintain my shield but keep thinking, I’m going back to sleep, in case Wayne’s still listening.

The old push-button phone sits on the counter beside the front door. I double-check the lock before picking up the receiver and suppressing my irrational fear Wayne will be on the other end.

There’s no Wayne, but also no dial tone. I hit the pound button, the star button, the big one you hang up with. What the hell?

Hanging up did it, the dial tone’s incessant drilling reassuring me that things would be fine. I punch in 666, the number of the Boots. It rings.

It rings again.

Someone picks up on the third ring. “What is it?” the guy says all gruff.

The door handle rattles and I jump, drop the phone, watch it clunk off the counter, the plastic cracked. I hadn’t heard Wayne getting close, but holy shit that’s his rage pressing through the door.

From the other side, a key slips into the lock. I warned you, Wayne thinks all sing-songy and excited.

I grab the receiver and say, “Hello?”

The lock clicks open and the gruff guy comes back. “What do you want?”

I jam my foot against the door and grab hold of the knob. I brace for impact, for Wayne to burst through. I say, “Help! It’s an emergency. Wayne…”

The doorknob turns in my hand. Wayne thinks, Oh how I love this part. Tell them all about me.

The Boot is saying something but I keep going and hope he listens. “Wayne King killed Sheila and is trying to kill me. Room 201!”

My weight is still braced for impact but he’s pushing the door open like it’s nothing. I say, “Hurry!” and drop the phone.

Wayne’s breath is rotten, his teeth unbrushed for weeks, something he takes pride in. He sticks his head around the door, his bird’s nest of a beard just inches from my face. “You aren’t going to invite me in?”

I jump back, threaten to scream.

“Oh honey, you should’ve started that when you heard Sheila.”

Wayne steps inside and closes the door like a gentleman. Twister hisses behind me.

I try to sound strong. “I called the Boots.”

“So I heard.” His knife makes a slow scratching sound as he slides it from the sheath. “Can’t wait to see how fast they respond.”

I’m furious at myself for not acting. I won’t be a victim.

Yes, Wayne insists. He holds the blade higher so I can get a better look. You will.

There’s no going forward without tasting that knife. My only option is behind me, so I turn and race for the window. It’ll take too long to open so I run faster and lower my shoulder. I pretend it’s going to be that thin paper banner the football team runs through. Four feet from the window, I leap and my shoulder crunches on the wood, my head shattering the pane.

I fall to the ground, my chest covered in cat litter, my face bouncing off Twister’s water bowl. Wayne chuckles. A fine mess you are.

I recover and get my back to the wall, everything cold like that water had been frozen. There’s a jagged piece of glass poking out of the litterbox. I grab it, hold it like I’m going to attack him.

Wayne laughs. He points at the mirror. My eyesight’s failing, everything going black, but I see the river of blood gushing from my neck.
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Try again.

 


I’m tempted to rush over the railing, but I’ve got to put myself first or I’ll never get through today. I stand and take a step back, keep clicking with my tongue.

Twister freezes, his back paw on the edge. He turns his head to look at me and comes forward, jumping between the rails.

I drop to my knees and scoop him up, squeeze him tight and tell him I was so scared. My jeans are soaked and Twister is squirming, so I get him safely back in his box. It doesn’t take long before my adrenaline drops and the cold sinks in.

Joe is nowhere to be seen, the park practically deserted. The pond isn’t frozen solid yet, but it looks pretty close. I couldn’t imagine stepping in there, but somehow Priscilla walked right in two days ago, weighed down with two twenty-five-pound plates. Gary was the one who found her the next morning. He said he thought she looked so peaceful. I think I would’ve just seen a coward.

The statue of Brightside’s founding father, Jonas Stonebrook, is at the head of the pond. Knowing there’s a camera tucked away by his ear, I tell Twister to wave and we pass the empty dog park, heading for the exit.

The archway sets us on Main Street, a ridiculous name for such a short block. I cross over to the right side of the street to avoid the stairs down to the Basement just around the corner. It’s where they keep the crazies that can’t function with the rest of us as well as guys that need a reminder how good we have it above ground. Even with Wayne gone, all kinds of creepiness emanates from that place.

Across the street are Ed’s Electronics, Bob’s Books, and Super Pawn. Over on my side is the Beauty Salon, Thrift Store, and Dry Cleaners, like the planners just gave up on being creative. The only one I’ve been in is the bookstore because I haven’t been paid yet, but they’re all closed right now except the cleaners.

Oscar’s, the fanciest place in town, is on my corner, the front of the building facing the Square. I check my reflection in their nearly black windows, tucking some hair beneath my beanie to pretend I’m just prettying up and not spying on the diner directly behind me. Wendell, so big he fills up the widest booth, has two guys sitting across from him that I don’t recognize.

I can’t talk to Wendell with anyone around and those guys don’t look like they’re going anywhere soon. There’s no way I’m standing out in this cold, so I get moving, stomping some warmth into my feet.

The vet is on this side of the circle that makes up the Square so I stay on the sidewalk. I step around two men coming out of the Gym, both of whom snap shut their thoughts when they notice me.

The Gym has less workout equipment than my high school and no mats despite the available space. I asked if it was possible to get some cheap used ones, something I could train on, maybe teach some other people to grapple, but they said no. When I said I’d be willing to teach jiu jitsu for free, Boots and Thought Thieves alike, they laughed at me and told me to go sniff some more glue. To them, the thought of a girl teaching grown men martial arts was as ludicrous as teaching captives how to apply swift deadly chokes and break limbs. I guess they had a point on that second part. I would have been a good teacher though.

The deli’s to my right, but I keep walking, looking across the street at Best Bakery. The building beside it has Postal Plus on the bottom floor, Sharon’s office above that. Her window shades are always down, but I act like they’re interesting so I can pretend not to see Bruce checking me out, rating my ass like he does every female that passes by.

I’ve never been to the vet in Brightside. This waiting room is about half the size of the one back home and right now there’s no one in it. I walk up to the front desk and set Twister’s box on the counter. The receptionist has chubby cheeks and too much makeup, exaggerating all her features, especially her eyebrows. Her ponytail’s so tight you notice her expansive forehead, and her dark brown hair streaked with red highlights that match her long acrylic nails. Aside from her Scooby Doo scrubs, she could double as a cartoon villain.

She glances up from her screen with a bitchy expression, upset that I just interrupted a game of Bubble Burst. “Can I help you?”

It’s early and I’m not judging so I keep smiling. “I’d like to get my cat checked.”

“You have an appointment?”

“No, I just figured I’d…”

She’s shaking her head, but I keep going, annoyed that she made me hesitate. “I want to leave him, and he can be checked whenever a time opens up. It’s just I have to go to work, and this is the only time I have to drop him off.”

Her name tag says Joy, her face something else. She shakes her head. “Can’t.”

“Why not?”

Smiling because she knows the right answer, she says, “We’re full.”

“Full? How many people even own pets here?”

Joy flips to the third page of her clipboard and holds up the printout of names. “At least this many.”

There are twenty-one people on the list. Joy’s pulling it back, but I grab the bottom corner and say, “My brother said he was going to make my appointment. Maybe he’s on here.”

She tugs, but not hard, probably not ready to lose that battle with a girl half her age. “What’s his name? I’ll check.”

I let it go because I memorized most of the names. “He’s not on there. But what am I supposed to do?”

“Is there a reason you can’t make an appointment like everyone else?”

I can’t tell her the reason, so I ask for her supervisor.

She shows me the proud teeth of a smoker. “It’s just me here, honey.”

It’s a long shot, but if there’s anything to my hunch, I’m betting she’ll let something slip. I say, “Fine, maybe I’ll just call the Boots, tell them they should have a look into why so many people would board their animals the same day.”

“Ooohhh,” she said, dragging it out. “That’s a good one. The conspiracy case of the animal caregiver. I’m sure they’ll be all over it.”

“You think I’m joking?”

“Nope, not at all. In fact, I can’t wait to see it.” She nods at door number 2. “There’s an agent in the exam room with Dr. Osaka as we speak.”

If Joy knows about the escape at least she has no idea this has anything to do with it. If I have to, I can probably leave Twister with Wendell, but her stupid smile is killing me. I don’t want her to win and all I have to lose is a little more pride.
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Get past Joy and enter the exam room.

Leave and give Twister back to Wendell.

Wait to speak with Osaka.

 


Someone shooting down the helicopter has to be the sign. As calm and cool as I can manage, I walk over to the edge of the forest, not too far from the path up to the Cabin. Most are running for the Square, but a couple residents are hanging back.

All the Boots I’m seeing are paired up with guns out. The two that just entered through the south archway are taking the perimeter, headed my way.

If I stay here, they’re going to see me and wonder what the hell I’m doing. I back up the hill until I can’t see them and find myself on the Cabin’s path.

Footsteps come from behind and someone barks, “Don’t move!”

I put up my hands. “Can I turn?”

“Slowly.”

It’s Dylan, the Boot from the Cabin, his face red and sweaty, a panic that could only mean one thing. He aims at my face and says, “You poisoned them.”

I let drool run down my chin and try to look sick. “It’s got to be the chili. I ate some too, just puked.”

He says, “Show me.”

I pretend to be dizzy and take a knee, point behind me. “There. In the trees.”

He’s thinking I might be telling the truth but is so freaked out he’s not willing to trust anyone, only caring about seeing his wife. Keeping his gun aimed at me, he walks to where I was pointing and glances behind the pine.

I leap for the gun and knock it into the bushes. I think we’re both scrambling for it, but what he brings up is a rock bigger than his hand. I’m on all fours and can’t avoid the blow that’s coming for my head.
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Try again.

 

 


The gazebo sits between the deli and the bakery, but when I walk to the corner of the store, I can see Blondie’s already back behind the counter. He thinks I’m part of the group and will be sure to let more slip. I’m banking he’s the kind of guy who’ll go out of his way to protect a lady in distress, or at the very least impress her.

If the food is poisoned like I think it is, then this is the last place I want to be. Plus, I can’t take working with either of these two guys today. I stick my head in the back, see Noah on his knees cleaning up the last bits of chili. The bathroom stall clangs shut and I grab my jacket. “Noah, you’re going to have to cover for me.”

He looks up and says, “What’re you talking about?”

I throw on my jacket. “I’m leaving. Girl problems.”

“Just hold on a sec.” Noah points to the bathroom. “Bruce is coming out right now.”

I shake my head. “Can’t. Sorry!”

It’s still freezing out but I don’t feel much. I’m so focused on Blondie, I almost don’t see the Boots’ Chrysler zooming around the corner.

I barely have one foot in the bakery door when Blondie asks, “What’s wrong?”

There’s no one else here so I feel safe talking. “Plans changed. Bruce said I’m supposed to meet up with you when it’s time. He said I could trust you to watch out for me.”

Blondie stands a little straighter, the bit of a smile breaking through his beard. “Bruce said that?”

“Yeah, but then he got all hush hush because we got customers.”

Blondie nods and I can’t help but be a little pissed off Sharon trusted this guy more than me. I say, “Only problem is I’ve got no idea what time or where to meet you.”

Blondie slips something into his back pocket but I can’t see what it is thanks to the cake display. He says, “Understood,” and comes out from the counter and locks the front door. Three inches of steel and the wooden handle of a knife stick out from his pocket.

“I won’t be able to stay,” I say, “unless of course we’re leaving soon.”

Blondie stops three feet from me, violating my comfort zone. “Have to play this safe and make sure no one walks in.”

“All I need is the time and place. Bruce wants me back.”

He shakes his head. “I kind of doubt he does.”

I make sure there’s no worry in my voice when I ask, “Why?”

His right hand sneaks behind his back. “Because you’re a liar.”

I hold up my hand and back into the counter, my elbow knocking over the tip jar, sending its contents crashing to the floor.

He says, “Now look what you did.”

I say, “I’m sorry,” and turn my head, only to realize what an idiot I am. I’m spinning back and see the flash of the blade, feel it’s bite across my throat.
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Try again.

 


Sharon pounds on the side of the truck to get my attention. “Becky! Hurry!”

Sara and Danny can help Joe more than I can so I turn tail. With just the light from the moon, all I can see inside the truck are outlines and eyeballs, the entire box filled with bodies. An older man with a gash across his forehead offers his hand and pulls me up. I squeeze all the way to the left and stick my head out the back.

Someone asks what that rumbling sound is. Coming from the mineshaft, it’s growing louder, building to a thunder.

A couple of the Boots are peering into the dark tunnel, but none of them gets off a shot before they all go flying off the cliff, thrown by the mass of Brightsiders taking up the ledge. I close my eyes so I don’t see them burst on the rocks. It doesn’t stop me from hearing the splats.

Everyone is cheering, Danny and Sara hopping up and down. I pretend the Boots are just dummies filled with ketchup that sprung a few leaks. The one laid out next to Danny was right where I’d been standing.

The Brightsiders we’d abandoned begin their descent. Joe’s on the move, but painfully slow with just the one arm. I’m afraid they’ll catch up to him.

As soon as Joe’s low enough, Sara and Danny help him off the ladder. There’s a steady stream of people pouring down past the halfway mark. Joe lets out a pained yelp and leans against Danny, his left foot useless as they hobble over.

The cab door opens. Sharon yells at the driver to get back in. Hank, there’s no time for this. “We have to go!”

Hank looks about sixty, his gray hair still holding some brown. I’ve never seen him but the resemblance is obvious when he runs up and embraces Joe. He tells Danny, “Grab his legs. Come on, we have to get him in.”

Sara and Danny climb in and cuddle around Joe to prop him up and make him more comfortable. The first of the second-stringers are off the ladder and running right for us, the rest following. Sharon slams shut the roll-up door and seals us in darkness.

The thin walls don’t keep out the screams, the shouts for us to wait. The truck rolls forward and fists pound the back. They beg for mercy and damn us to hell. Please! The desperate minds scream as one. Take us!

It only lasts a few seconds, their cries part of the past as we pick up speed.

I feel awful we’re not stopping but know we can’t save everyone. Joe tries to spin it, thinks that at least they have ten hours of darkness. He reasons, If they split up and hide, some should slip away.

Sara wraps her arms around him and kisses the side of his head. “Shush,” she says. Don’t close your eyes though. You have to stay awake.

He says, “I’m fine,” but doesn’t sound it.

Sara’s worried about the blood, thinks he needs a doctor.

Joe doesn’t respond. He’s too busy rationalizing the abandonment, praying everyone escaping will live a long life and those that stayed behind won’t be punished for our sins. His simple prayer is repeating in many of the minds surrounding us.

We’re wedged in tight, but I slide my foot against Joe’s leg, let him know how grateful I am. I tell him I’m sorry he’s in so much pain.

Sara hugs him closer and whispers, “You did good.”

Joe nods, but his thoughts go dark. Rachel without a face. My brother, a hero, braining a Boot on the bathroom sink.

Sara shushes him again. She points at Danny who’s squished between me and the door, eyes closed, humming loud. He’s not thinking, just being, and I’m guessing it’s part shock.

It sounds like Joe’s crying, but it turns into a laugh. It only gets louder even though he knows everyone’s staring like he’s lost his mind. Maybe I have, he thinks. I don’t know, but I’m not alone.

I feel Sara’s back moving before I hear her giggle. People all around us join in. I don’t get it and try to ask what’s so funny, but it’s contagious. I cover my face and throw my head into Danny’s arm. He snorts and now everyone is laughing like lunatics.

With all the laughter I can’t make out any thoughts except Joe’s. He thinks how wonderful it is with no one thinking a thing. He believes, For once, we’re actually free.

That laugh lasts a minute, maybe two. Then reality sets in. We could be stopped any moment. We’re killers. All those murders, they’ll pin every last one on us. The cops will light up the entire vehicle, blast right through the thin metal. We’re all dead.

Joe turns his mind to me. We’ll make it. Palmer probably reported us, but he doesn’t know where we’re headed.

Do you?

That’s my dad at the wheel so I’m gonna trust him. He wouldn’t have risked everything for nothing.

I don’t have much of a choice and think, I’ll trust him too.

I think I sounded convincing, but Joe’s mind is back on task, how being locked in a dark box isn’t how he wants to die.

Joe can’t stay still, every time he shifts elicits a new blast of pain. Keeping his teeth clenched, he says, “Who knows the plan?”

Some guy in the far corner says, “None of us.”

From behind, a man says, “Yep, everything’s compartmentalized.”

“Only Sharon,” a woman says, “and she’s upfront.”

“What about Demarius?” Joe asks.

The corner guy says, “He didn’t make it. Ate a bullet in the park.”

My brother’s boss, Carlos, crawls over. “Hey Joe, we’re all proud of you.”

Joe doesn’t care and only wants answers. “What do you know?” he asks, sounding so much weaker than the man who appeared at my door to rescue me.

“Some, but not much,” Carlos says. “You doing okay?”

How many weapons do we have? Where are they?

Carlos says, “A couple handguns were given to those who could use them.”

What are their orders if we get pulled over? We have to assume everyone’s searching for this truck, or at the very least, something big enough to transport this many people.

It takes Carlos a second to admit he doesn’t know.

Joe tells us to think about how many men we’ve killed. They’re going to hunt us down. They can’t let us get away with this.

Sheriff Melvin’s near the other side of the door. “I’ve got eight bullets on me. A small cache should be waiting at the drop off.”

Two other men announce themselves, but Joe’s concentrating on Melvin. Where’s that?

Melvin says, “No idea, but I’m guessing we’ll reach it within the hour. You’re right about this thing.” He waves his arm to indicate the vehicle. “The sooner we’re out of it the better.”

Joe tries getting the gunmen’s attention, but we hit a bump and he can’t stifle his scream.

Sara tries to comfort him, but it’s not helping. “Is there anyone with medical experience in here?” Her voice shakes from more than the road. “I don’t know what to do.”

No one says a word but there’s a rustling from behind. Dr. Osaka wriggles in beside us and asks about the injury.

Sara pulls a small flashlight from Joe’s pocket while Osaka unbuttons Joe’s shirt. Sara shines the light on the bloody hole halfway between his shoulder and neck.

Joe’s pretty sure it hit bone. Osaka confirms it’s shattered. “It’ll need to be cleaned, but not while we’re moving. Too dangerous.”

Sara asks, “What can we do?”

Osaka pulls a patch of gauze from his fanny pack. He takes Sara’s hand and shows her how to cover the hole. “Maintain pressure.”

“Will he be okay?”

Osaka pats Joe’s head and says, “He’ll have to be. He has no choice.”

It feels like our collective adrenaline has subsided and the fear is hanging above our heads, ready to suffocate us. I hug my legs to my chest and count the seconds to keep my fear and everyone else’s out.

The truck’s turn blinker clicks on when I reach 762 and we veer to the right a few seconds later. We slow to a stop and the blinker starts ticking again.

Sounding like he just woke, Joe asks, “How long has it been?”

The consensus is about thirty minutes which makes Joe think it’s one of two locations. He feels me snooping and says, “Either way we have options.”

We turn left, keep it slow for a bit before a right turn up a driveway jostles everyone.

Sara says, “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

I can’t believe it either, but Sara’s on a whole other level of scared. Whether or not she cares to hear it, I say, “Well, we’re here now.”

The engine shuts off and I sound like a prophet. Both cab doors open then close. One set of footsteps is walking along the truck, the other running away from it.
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