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Chapter 1 | Maya
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I WOKE UP WITH A LOUD, long gasp, feeling my chest heave. The weak, low ambient light from the table lamp illuminated the room, casting solid and immobile shadows, giving it an eerie look. It wasn’t enough that the whole house, including my room, was in a serious need of repainting, it had to look worse at night.

Much worse.

I got off my bed and slipped my feet into a pair of flip-flops. They were all I had to walk around in my house, and they would do until they got too old for me. I wished I could have better footwear, but that was something for another time, when I was older and could have a job. Right now, my focus was on my studies.

Something woke me up – a loud, irregular noise coming from down below, possibly from the basement of the building. Dad and I had moved to America not too long ago, and he still kept his Mexico flag hanging off one of the walls in the living room, where every neighbor and invitee could see. He loved his country so much.

I walked down the stairs, still loving we now lived in a house with two floors. Dad spent most of his money buying it, and he still had some parcels of it to pay, but for the time being, it belonged to us, and I was sure he would finish paying for it.

I stepped into the living room, my ears now picking up louder sounds and noises. They made me remember old movie scenes I thought I had forgotten. They made me feel scared, and right now, in the dark – I didn’t feel like turning on the lights – fear took a greater hold of me than ever before.

Fear found its way into my mind and heart, making the latter beat like a speeding train. My hands shook when I found the door to the basement. I would have classes tomorrow morning. I needed to sleep well so that I didn’t lose my focus when the teachers explained important stuff. My one big dream was having a life dissimilar to that of my father.

“Dad?” I asked after opening the door, the creaking sound speeding up my heart even more.

Control yourself, I thought before feeling even more scared. Telling yourself to feel a certain way never worked.

My eyes scanned the basement. I hadn’t come here much before. The stairs led right to its base and the floor. Beyond it, my eyes witnessed a single, weak light that hung from the ceiling. Other than what the bulb illuminated, the darkness made it impossible to comprehend what lied further beyond.

Slowly, I made my way down the stairs. Dad had to be here. The sounds were louder, but muffled. A blood-freezing thought crossed my mind. It had to be a person. It was the only thing that made sense to me. And, in that case, where wa-

And he was right there. My eyes perceived his presence. Standing not too far from the single light, possibly so that he couldn’t see the terrors happening in front of his very eyes. But they were different kinds of terrors. His hands performed them, and the man tied to a chair was his victim.

I stood like a victim in here too, at the base of the stairs, a hand of mine gripping the handrail with so much force it hurt me.

“Dad?” I enquired one more time, drawing his attention to me. In his hand was a hammer. Small, but dangerous. Blood painted not only his face, but also his shirt and pants. The man tied to the chair struggled to find freedom, and none existed for him right now.

He cleaned his hands, but when he began walking to me, I felt as if two hands were squeezing my heart tight. It hurt so much I clutched my belly, but didn’t cry or scream – those were things he taught I could never do whenever I felt too stressed out.

My vision blurred and darkened, my body soon losing sense of itself. His two hands grabbed me the moment I felt myself falling over...

✽✽✽

My eyes fluttered open, finding the regular change of the blue and red lights coming through the closed window of the living room. Someone must have laid me down on the couch, I soon realized when I sat up on it, the blanket I had sliding down to my lap.

The door swung open and a police officer – a young man with a joyful, but serious face – stepped through it moments before his eyes darted sideways. He found me and worry clouded his expression. He hurried over to me, and got himself on one knee, his eyes examining mine.

“We got him. You’ve got nothing to worry about anymore.”

My mind felt like a mess right now. “You got... who?”

He looked down, biting his bottom lip. “Your father. We’ll have to find you a proper place and someone who can take care of you.”

It turned out that the young officer was the one who invited me to live with him. He had a girlfriend – a woman with red hair and a fiery personality – and she and I grew closer together.

We became friends. When I got to the USA, I thought such a thing would never happen. I barely knew the language well. The officer and his girlfriend taught me what the school couldn’t and, over time, I learned it, though not to the point of being able to express myself like the natives.

As the months passed by, I learned the true nature of my father. I heard the rumors. I knew what people talked about him, but I thought they were nothing more than gossip. He was a murderer, a torturer.

He hadn’t always been one. Working for the Mexican military turned him into the beast he now was. I hadn’t seen him ever since I found him in his basement, his hands so bloody I couldn’t withstand one more second of his life.

I passed out and someone in the neighborhood must have figured out what was happening. A great portion of the rumors did come from them, after all. My dad provided for us that way – by capturing people and torturing them until they told him the information he required. Credit cards, their passwords, bank account information and that sort of thing.

No wonder we lived a strange life. On one hand, we had just about enough money, and on the other, life consumed so much of it he felt forced to do the things he did. His life was never of the kind that could withstand the test of time. One day, it was always all going to come crashing down on his pristine, light-reflecting head.

Now, as a grown woman, all I knew was that I was beyond it all. I remembered him and his good and bad moments, but for the most part, my past life wasn’t a part of me anymore.

I grew up with one objective in mind: that of never having children of my own. My father wasn’t that way only because he served in the Mexican military. His genes were to blame as well. Or his blood was. Well, something belonging to him and that was passed on to me helped to turn him into the monster he became. I couldn’t allow what happened to me happen to a child of mine.

And so, I brushed away all my dates who thought they could become my boyfriends. I wasn’t that famous in high school, but enough men considered me worth their propositions. I listened to them all before telling them the answer they never expected.

The seasons came and went. My new father and mother were happy to have me, but from then on, I strived to become a woman of my own.
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Chapter 2 | Maya
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THE BUILDING LOOKED pristine and terrifying in front of me. It looked old and new at the same time. The workers took good care of it. Its ancient, European-like design reminded me I should be grateful I stood here. I never thought I would make it.

The day I would – hopefully – land the job of my life. A bus that drove down the street as if it was nobody’s business carried a huge sign on its side. It read Washington DC, Where Freedom Began for America.

I held a giggle back. I wasn’t alien to American history, but the obsession with freedom was a funny thing the Americans had. My eyes also looked at the passerby and pedestrians. Some of them put on heavy, thick clothes for this morning. The cold and the Winter had started their long travel to the land of the economical giants.

I also wore thicker and heavier clothes this morning. A good portion of my life involved a different style of weather – one where heading to the beach and bathing under the warm light of the sun were common things to do. My body was still getting used to the wildly different four seasons here in America.

An intercity bus reminded me I stood far from home now. To be more honest with myself, I lived now farther than I had ever lived my whole life.

Washington DC was no alien city to me. I had been here for a good whole month already, not only preparing myself for this one meeting and competition, but also exploring what the locale had to offer to a Mexican girl like me.

I walked into the building, soon finding out I shouldn’t have put these many layers on because the AC was hotter than the air outside. I never thought Washington DC could get this cold, considering it was located not too North from the Equator line.

A woman sitting behind a desk caught sight of me. The building was silent and few people walked about in it. I did good by coming here some minutes after it opened. I could finish my meeting here and still have time for some other things.

The interior of the building was as pristine and clean as its outside, and its design matched the rest of it.

The woman perked her head up, maybe thinking I surprised her by coming so early here. In front of her stood an LCD monitor with a keyboard in front of it, her hands a couple of inches distant from it.

“How can I help you, miss?” She questioned.

I explained to her the purpose of my presence here. She promptly asked for my documents, which I provided. I thought of everything before coming here. I forgot not one singl-

“Do you have your invitation card?” She inquired, making my heart leap.

Of all the things my silly mind could have forgotten, it had to be that one! I gave her a weak smile before saying, “No, I’m really sorry I forgot it. Can’t I just go in without it?”

She pursed her lips. “Sorry, the card is a sine-qua-non requirement and it can’t be waived.”

“... Thanks, I guess,” I said without actually meaning that.

I turned and walked to the parking lot, where I got into my car and began driving to my apartment. I thought I had it. I thought I hadn’t forgotten anything, but of course, my silly mind had to play yet another trick on me.

A car blared its horn on me, catching me off guard. The loud noise startled me before I corrected my driving direction and speed. I breathed in and out. I needed to calm myself down right now, or else I was going to crash and make all my efforts to get this far in my life meaningless.

I parked the car and walked into my apartment room before finding the aforementioned invitation card. It stood right on top of the nightstand, where I left it yesterday night. Of course I kept it there. Where else would it be? Why didn’t I notice it there before heading out?

I was so disorganized and careless. Those were things I always reminded myself to fix one day, even though that was easier said than done.

I got back inside my car and drove back downtown, where I then parked my car and found the same woman sitting behind her desk. Her fingers typed on the keyboard rather loudly before she perked her head up again, her eyes not hiding how funny she thought I looked right now.

“Here are all the documents and the invitation card,” I said before giving them all to her.

She gave a quick glance at my documents before picking up the card and reading it carefully, her eyes squinting. She wore thick glasses for myopia and some of her hair had started to become grey.

“Looks good,” she stated before handing back to me my documents, her hands and eyes going back to her work. The sound of typing filled the otherwise silent lobby as I made my way to the elevator. This was the first time ever in my life I was about to meet someone so important.

My heart thumped in my chest when I got to the door, my clenched hand going up to knock on it. I took a deep breath. Calm down, Maya. This is only the beginning of a great life.

That was easier said than done. Once I found myself in a new, difficult situation, growing nervous was a common thing for me.

I knocked on the door. No response. My heart raced even more, and then, I knocked on the door again. This time, a deep and monotone voice sounded from its interior, “Come on in, Mrs. Ward.”

He knew I would come here. Everything had been arranged for this meeting with him. I was only but one of many, and yet, he still made time to see me in person.

I opened the door and walked to him, my legs feeling heavier than normal. He refrained from opening a smile, his open hand suggesting I should sit down without shaking it. No pleasantries – just straight up going to the point.

“Mrs. Ward, I waive my own introduction. You know who I am, and your meeting here is a thing I prefer to keep secret,” he said, his eyes studying me while I found myself trying not to look too nervous, but failing to do so.

The Secretary of State from the US Government continued, “I need to know the kind of person you are. My chief advisor needs to be someone I can trust. You can work under me for a while. Question is, how far are you – a Mexican born citizen – willing to go for this country?”

I gulped, his question already a hot one from the very beginning. I studied his eyes, his body language, and despite feeling nervous, I came up with an answer that brought a small smile to his wrinkled face.

He and I talked some more, the sound of the cars driving down below on the main avenue the only thing keeping us company right now. Guards stood in front of his door at the other side of the room, but other than them, we were all alone here.

I did my best, making sure to tell him the things he wanted to hear without giving him any unwanted signs. If he figured out I was faking most of this for the sole purpose of landing this job, then becoming homeless wouldn’t be too far fetched.

By the end of the meeting, when the cold sun was setting in the long horizon, he stood up and shook my hand, a small smile on his face. “Good luck on your endeavors,” he stated before sitting back on the chair, eyes focused on his laptop.

I could have questioned him whether I passed his test or not, but I knew that doing so would be fruitless. He had more people to interview, and I was nothing but one of many gunning for this position.

Feeling a bit less nervous now, I bowed slightly and said, “Thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Davis.”

He graced me with no glances or anything that might have suggested he paid attention to me. Nevertheless, I walked out as the heaviness on my shoulders lifted off. I got into my car, turned the key and drove back home, my eyes watering up.

I couldn’t be sure about the outcome of the selection process, and yet, I cried.

✽✽✽

The phone rang not that day, nor the day after, but a week later, when I thought I hadn’t been hired and I would soon have to sell my home here in Washington. “You’ve been hired,” was all he had to say. It wasn’t Mr. Davis at the other side of the call, and yet, I knew what that man meant. I applied for only that one position during the entirety of my stay here in the Capital City, after all.

Secrecy was their weapon, and so, I didn’t feel weird about the shortness of the call.

Working for him was tough in the beginning. It was no ‘work’ per-see, though. He was testing and training me all the time, making sure I was the chief advisor he had been looking for.

It was very unusual. I applied for the position with one thought in mind. Why did he interview people so that one could become his advisor when he could call a friend or a relative to work for him? The answer was a simple, but frightening one.

He trusted no one.

It was no wonder, one day, when I was working in his office and he wasn’t nearby, I refrained from taking a look inside a dark, almost hidden room adjacent to it. I was curious – too curious for my own good – and yet, I thought it best not to give him a reason to think I couldn’t be trusted.

As the season changed to a calmer, sunnier one, I found myself working more and more for him. He made me feel grateful he chose me over the other candidates. He conveyed something about me when his acceptance came which made me think I was worth his investment.
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I WAS RIDING MY BICYCLE down a bumpy, full of cracks sidewalk by an old growth forest when my ears picked up a strange, irregular sound coming from deep within it. Sweat trickled down my forehead when I stopped the bicycle, the sound of the birds making me love the environment and reminding me why I always chose this place to keep myself fit. I cherished these short, intermittent moments I had where I could forget my problems.

The irregular sounds made me curious. A voice from deep within my mind told me not to go there, and yet, I still left my bicycle leaning against an old tree before carefully walking down the slope that led to the deepness of the woods.

I took special care not to trip on any thick wig or fallen tree trunk. The last thing I wanted was to hurt myself and make Mr. Davis think I couldn’t handle a simple adventure in the wilderness.

I walked forward a couple more steps before finding a small, cute dog whose leg had been caught by a fallen tree trunk. How that happened and what it was doing in here, where it could find no food, I had no idea.

But something in me made me reach a significant conclusion. By not listening to that voice in my mind, I found a small dog in need of help. I could be morbidly curious sometimes, but in other instances, it paid off to be different from other people. Most would have continued to ride their bicycle down the sidewalk without a care in the world.

“Owwwn, you cute little thing,” I said before lifting the trunk up, freeing its leg. A quick glance told me that the dog was a male.

He jumped and bounced around me, a huge grin on his face as he barked over and over again. Not too distant from where I found the dog, on the ground laid its collar. It was red and so beautiful. I picked it up and read the name of his owner.

A quick shot of soft pain crossed my heart. I wanted to keep this little doggy, but if he had an owner and I could find him, then I had to do the right thing.

I meant it when I said my father wasn’t a bad man only because he chose to be so. His genes, our own family and everything associated with it meant I also could end up becoming just like him, even though I perceived no related signs within me.

I sighed, picked up the cute doggie and took him to his owner’s house, where I then buzzed the warning alarm system by the front gate. A man with reading glasses and who wore clothes too big for him showed up, his eyes wide in shock.

He stopped by the front gate when I said, “Hey, I found this little doggie out there in the woods. Is it yours?”

My hand pointed to said forest when he opened the gate, his eyes now calming down. His cheeks blushed – maybe he thought he should have paid more attention to his pet.

“Thank you... I have no idea how I can repay you.”

“Not to worry. I just found him and it was nothing, really.”

“But I insist. Come inside. We shall have a nice cup of tea.”

I nodded, though paranoia kicked in again. A stranger just invited me to go inside his home and share a cup of tea with him. Part of me didn’t know what to think, another part insisted he was being nothing more than a friendly stranger, and another part told me what I wanted to hear.

And so, I told him, “I’m sorry, but I’ve got something important to do right now. I gotta go. Bye.”

I bolted to my bicycle and rode it down the sidewalk as quickly as possible, avoiding the cracks and the bumps as if I were a pro-cyclist. I perceived the frightened look on his eyes when I said those words and gave him no chance to change my mind, loathing myself an instant later because I hated how paranoid I was.

The truth was, after living with my father for years, I grew so distrustful I couldn’t spend a couple of hours alone with a stranger. And that was... something I wished to remediate one day.
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AN OCEAN OF BODIES surrounded me, my hand holding my gun. They all asked for this. They thought they could win against me, but I was here to prove them otherwise. These men deserved every single shot I fired, and part of me wished more of them would storm through the double door to find their deaths as well.

My chest heaved and I looked down, the pool of blood spreading to every corner and surface of this once pristine hospital lobby. These men thought they could come here and kill my father. Illness drove his body immobile, and he now needed me to make sure he would pull through.

The double door stormed open, men in black suits running in. Their hands held all sorts of guns, from assault rifles to shotguns. They stopped once they noticed the carnage all around me, the nurses and the doctors trying to make themselves as small as possible on the other side.
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