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Grace


Sarah’s blood smeared against a small animal's sun-bleached bones where she collapsed—her cut-up feet compacted with debris much like my own. "We have to keep going." 
Dirt smeared across her pale skin, and her gaunt eyes resembled Death beneath the hood of her flaming red hair. 
"I can't. I'm too tired."
I jerked her arms with both hands, my depleted muscles screaming as she found her feet. "If you stop, we die." My soles ached as I dragged her over the jagged terrain, her groans filling the darkening sky.
"Come on, Grace." Maria's shoulders hunched over, her hands on her knees twenty paces ahead. Her chest heaved for breath. "Just leave her."
A bird fluttered its wings overhead and squealed as my narrowed eyes locked onto hers. "Like I left you, right?"
"Like you left the others."
She returned my glare until I dropped my gaze to her worn-out sneakers.  
"That's not fair." The words tumbled out of my mouth like a dying confession.
She's lucky.
The new girl arrived within hours of our escape. 
They hadn't even taken her clothes or shoes away, so it was easy for her to discard someone while the rest of us tiptoed with bare feet over cactus, jagged rocks, and old coyote tracks. 
Maria had yet to experience the horrors of twisted men. Given a little more time in the confines of our hell, they would've introduced her to a world not even the devil could conjure up.
My fingers intertwined with Sarah's as we hiked the hill, my feet slipping on the baked earth, sweat dripping down my hairline and into my worn shirt. 
Maria shook her head as we met up with the group of seven ahead.
"Honestly, Maria." Viola tossed her greasy chestnut-colored hair over her shoulder. "Have some sympathy."
Maria huffed at her as she turned around. "I'm never going back there, and if I have to leave the weak link to ensure that never happens, then I will."
I spun around, the balls of my feet screaming as the cuts spread wide, my lungs burning in my chest. "The only weak link here is the selfish girl who's willing to leave someone behind to die." Pressing my finger to her chest, I applied pressure until she took a step back. "We're all in this together. We either help each other survive, or no one will."
Maria's deep brown eyes darted to the group surrounding us. "I won't let them do to me what they did to you."
I let out a laugh as a heavy silence fell over us. "If they catch us, you won't live long enough to experience much of anything." I took a step away from her, shaking my head. "He doesn't tolerate anyone who doesn't conform."
The group nodded in unison, except for Maria, who planted her hands on her hips in defiance.
I glanced beyond her toward the group. "In about two miles, we will be in America." I hiked a thumb over my shoulder. "If we make it there, we have a better chance at freedom. But we can't do that if we let selfishness get in our way."
Jorge rubbed his sparse beard growing under his chin, a gleam in his eye as he put an arm around my shoulder in comradery. 
We were the last originals standing, the ultimate survivors in his twisted game of captivity. 
We'd formed an unbreakable bond and became each other's pillars of strength. 
He tended to my wounds through prison bars, and I, his. We offered each other comfort in the darkness through tear-streaked words.
He wasn't a brother. 
He wasn't a lover. 
He just was.
I turned down the path, leading the group toward a ridge that overlooked the Rio Grande, and let each person pass me as I held up the rear.
I wouldn’t leave anyone behind.
Viola linked hands with Duarte, and Isabella mirrored Viola on his opposite side, creating a flesh train up the untraveled path.
I licked my chapped lips, my teeth crunching on the gritty sand.
My hand clenched tight around the near-empty plastic water bottle Jorge and Duarte were able to steal off the back of a parked truck in town. 
I'd forced myself to take small sips until we reached the Rio Grande, where I'd fill it up before entering America. 
Not even fears of Giardia or any other unknown water-borne disease would deter me from drinking it.
Monica pointed up ahead and squealed. "Mira."
Carly stood on her toes, her hand interlaced with Rachel's. "What do you see?"
"The peak." Maria spun on her feet as she turned back at us. "We've made it."
Not yet, but we were close.
The inky black sky sparkled with stars as we halted on the short rocky cliff, my muscles screaming with elation as the group’s exhausted moans erupted behind me. 
I glanced down at the loose, rocky hillside and marveled at the green valley below with the wide, swift river running between.
For three unyielding days, we’d pushed our bodies to the limits, hiking through unforgiving terrain that rooted against us, hiding from anyone we might encounter.
No one was safe. 
Everyone was a threat.
I turned back to the group. "We'll cross the river tomorrow." Groans erupted. "We need to rest before we attempt to cross it. Rachel and Isabella can't swim—"
Maria tossed her hands into the air, her steps shuffling closer to the animal path leading down the hillside. "Then those that can swim can cross tonight." 
I shook my head, my legs aching, my feet unable to move another step. "And leave those who can't behind?" My cheeks puffed out. "Have you learned nothing?"
"We can have a few stay behind to help them cross."
"No. We stick together." My teeth clenched tight as I leaned against a large boulder wedged between two towering trees on the cliff's edge. "The river may look slow running, but its current is swift, and it will drag you under." My fist clenched at my side. "We'll need our strength if we're going to cross safely. Including you."
Maria rolled her eyes, her teenage attitude shining through. "How do you know? Have you crossed it before?" 
"She's right." Jorge stepped up beside me.
"Of course you'd take her side." Maria rolled her eyes as Duarte and Viola walked behind her.
Jorge scored his lower lip between his teeth, his clothes threadbare as he wagged his finger between me and himself. "We didn't go through the trouble of breaking all of you out of your cages just to watch you drown in the river." He sighed and pinched his brow with dirty fingers. "Grace has a point. We're all exhausted. Maybe it's best if we wait it out for now."
"No." Maria shook her head. "I can handle my own." 
"My sister and I can do it too." Carly grabbed Rachel's shoulders. "I want to get out of this fucking country."
Isabella stepped forward, her chestnut-colored hair matted at her shoulder. "All the coyotes travel under the cover of darkness." 
"Listen," Jorge said, "We've gotten you this far—"
"It's fine." I moved forward and placed my hand on his chest, his rib poking against my palm. "If you think you can do better, go down there and try. Don't say I didn't warn you, though." 
Viola, Carly, Rachel, and Maria led the way, followed by the quieter Duarte and Isabella. They descended the steep path towards the river. 
I tossed my bruised and scabbed hands into the air, then stared at the remaining group. Jorge, Sarah, and Monica watched them with worried gazes. "I won't fault you if you also wish to leave."
Jorge slumped against the rock, and Monica copied him on the opposite side. "We know it's smart to wait. They're just eager."
I shook my head. "Patience is a virtue." 
My mother used to say that to me when I'd get all worked up about Christmas or Easter. 
The presents, the egg hunts—everything was so thrilling. I was like a child buzzing with sugar, incapable of waiting for the next day.
Monica's shoulders slumped. "They won't cross at night."  
"I hope not." I shrugged, translating her Spanish words. "It only takes one of them to lose their footing, and they'll all go down like Dominoes."
My eyes followed the cliff's edge, more akin to a steep hill with fragments of rocks, small boulders, and the river at the basin.
Jorge patted my shin, slid down until his back rested on the compact dirt, and closed his eyes. "Get some rest." 
I walked over to the ledge. "She's right, you know?" 
Monica replicated Jorge's movements as if she were his shadow, and Sarah slumped against a tree.
He raised a brow. "How's that?"
"The coyotes cross the river at night. It's the best time to escape the authorities."
Jorge sighed and rocked his shoulders side-to-side to settle as a set of baying dogs quieted in the distance. "The agents expect them to. They double their efforts at night. You made the right call."
Had I?
It wasn't just the river we had to wade through with its strong currents, but the mountain range on the other side. 
Sure, some roads ran through the park, but it would draw a target on our backs if we were to use them. 
Border patrol frequently combed through this area, hunting for those doing the same as us. We couldn't risk one being corrupt or meeting up with the Mexican Federal Police or military. 
"I don't know..." 
I glanced down at Isabella leading the way, the valley below shadowed and dark. She slipped, her barefoot swinging upward, and a delayed, echoed scream danced on the breeze. 
Maria reached out, preventing her from landing on her backside. They continued down the path, their nervous laughter echoing through the rugged terrain.
Crossing my arms over my chest, I breathed a sigh of relief, then shuffled the dirt around with my sore big toe. 
It wouldn't be long now, and we'd be free. 
"Do you still plan on finding your sister?" 
I walked back to my boulder and sat beside Jorge, who threaded a rosary through his fingers, his lips moving with silent prayers.
He nodded. "I just have to find the family who adopted her."
A sympathetic smile touched my lips as I rested my head against his shoulder. 
"What about you, Sarah?"
She took in a big breath, her arms folded. "I want to see my mom and tell her it wasn't her fault I disappeared."
Crickets chirped around us, and a small, eclectic ticking bug competed with the night sky.
"Monica? Y tu?"
"I want to work," she said in Spanish. "I want to get a job and just live my life."
I nodded, my eyelids drooping as I fought the need for sleep. 
"What about you?" Jorge bumped me as he put his rosary in his pocket. 
Exhaling, I settled in closer to him, the weight of my limbs pinning me to the ground. "I want to go home."
My dry lips stuck together, my confession springing tears I couldn't afford to shed. 
It will all work out in the end. 
For their sake and mine.
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Grace


A shrill scream pierced the night sky, blending with the roar of engines.  
I jerked into an upright position, my hand cradling my chest as my heart thrummed against it. 
"What was that?" Monica whispered in Spanish.
Jorge shook his head, his eyes wide and alert. "I don't know."
I crawled to the ledge, my fingers digging into the dry dirt and pine needles, my knees smarting with sharp rocks.
Harsh spotlights slashed through the darkness, their beams mercilessly dissecting the once-serene landscape.
I collapsed onto my belly, throwing a hand over my mouth, a pebble bouncing down the ridge.
No, no, no.
Three trucks with mounted floodlights drove through the middle of the group on the other side of the river.
A truck barreled into Carly, tossing her body into the air like a broken doll, her lifeless arms flailing around. 
Maria raced off down the riverbank in the opposite direction while Rachel stood, eyes wide and petrified.
A gunshot shattered the anarchy with a jolt of raw malice, freezing time in its place. 
Maria collapsed, her face hitting the ground without so much as a twitch to catch herself.
A billowing cloud of kicked-up dust enveloped Rachel, concealing her within the swirling chaos.
My stomach revolted, sending acid into the back of my throat.
Oh God.
Duarte battled two men, one with a baton, the other with his fists, as Isabella dashed into the thicket.
He punched the one man, sending him tumbling to the ground, and kicked out behind him. His foot buried in the man's stomach, doubling him over, giving him time to grapple with the baton. He raised it above his head when a third man shouted behind him, freezing him in place. 
I rolled away from the scene and crawled around the rock, coming face to face with Sarah, her eyes wide.
"Shh." I placed my finger to my lips and took the teen into my arms, her body shaking as I caressed her hair. "They don't know we're up here."
"They do now." Jorge dragged Monica behind him. "Duarte pointed us out. We need to leave."
Shit.
I scrambled to my damaged feet, grabbed Sarah by the hand, and bolted away from the trail the group had taken—away from our planned safety.
Adrenaline shot through my veins, triggering the primal urge to put distance between us all, to leave them in the dust, and vanish without a trace. My hand locked onto Sarah's, her weary legs moving as fast as she could.
"We need to find another place to cross."
Ortiz had a topographic map hanging on the wall in his room like a trophy, and each time he'd pull me in, I'd study it like it were the SATs. 
I mentally tallied each dip in elevation. 
"There are two more chances to cross before it levels out." After that, we'll be sitting ducks.
I glanced over my shoulder when a slight yip sounded behind me and faltered.
Monica landed on her hands and knees. Blood trickled down her forehead, curling under her brow as Jorge helped her to her feet.
"Are you okay?" I released Sarah, backtracked, and helped Monica dust off her scraped knees.
The romp of a two-stroke engine ripped through the canopy, freezing my erratic heart. 
More came from all directions and had my feet itching to move.
"Run." As I turned on my heels, the words skipped through my lips with barely an audible note. "Run." 
I darted in and out of the trees. My feet screamed as the cuts reopened on the harsh terrain, my lungs burned, and my muscles stretched. Jorge and Monica followed behind Sarah, who trailed me like I was their lifeline.
How did I become in charge of so many lost souls? 
What if I failed them?
Blinding light erupted directly ahead and to the right, their deafening engines overpowering as I skidded to a halt, my bare feet kicking up rocks.
My breath burst in and out as I looked all around us. "We're surrounded."
"What do we do, Grace?" Jorge wrapped his arms around a limping Monica.
"I don't know." I shook my head, my chest rising and falling, the world bleeding out around me. 
Choosing to go straight meant risking capture while retracing our steps promised it. 
The only viable option loomed over the rocky embankment—a less steep terrain than our current location but still dangerous.
"We…" 
The engines drew closer. "Over here!" a man shouted in Spanish astride his dirt bike. 
His bike skidded sideways as he planted his military-style boot on the ground. 
Monica screamed and ripped away from Jorge's arms, darting in the direction we'd run from. 
She took two steps to the right, then to the left, when a dirt bike stopped in her path. The driver raised his gun and blew her matter all over the trees. 
My lungs wheezed.
Sarah let out a piercing scream as Jorge seized a thick branch and swung it like a baseball bat against one of the approaching men. 
He flew backward, and my feet cemented in place. 
"Go, Grace. Run." Jorge swung again in a steep uppercut, snapping the man's neck backward. 
My skin flushed, sweat dribbled down my brow, my legs ignoring my silent commands to flee.
Sarah's high-pitched screams dragged my attention away from the fight at hand.
"Let's go, little girl." He wrapped his arm around her and tossed her over his dirt bike. "Don't give me any problems.”
Sarah growled and sunk her teeth into his arm, tearing at his flesh with a savage yank. The man released her and clutched his bleeding forearm as she rushed toward the ledge. 
"I won't go back." 
Sarah turned her back towards the ledge and glanced at me with a tortured smile. Stretching out her arms, she tipped backward over the cliff.
"Sarah." 
I screamed. My voice carried through the air as her body vanished with a crack and a resounding thud, colliding with the unforgiving boulders below. 
Tears blurred my vision and adrenaline shot through my veins.
Jorge hit another man out of my periphery.
Arms wrapped around my chest, pinning my arms at my sides, eliciting another useless scream.
My feet flew into the air as I kicked. My bare heel collided with his solid shin. 
The man grunted, and his grip tightened, pinning my lungs flat in my chest. 
I gasped, the air difficult to pull in.
Jorge spun, his knuckles white as he squeezed the branch, then swung. 
Thunk.
The man who held onto me grunted as the branch slammed into his side, our bodies jerking to the left. He loosened his grip but only growled his disdain. "Eres un maldito estúpido, chico." You're fucking stupid, boy.
Jorge grinned and hit him again with the branch, then again until he released me.
I collapsed to the ground, my knees breaking twigs beneath me. 
"Run, Grace."
"I'm not leaving you."
He stepped up to me, dug his hand in his pocket, and slapped his rosary into my palm. "I'll meet up with you. Now go."
I stood stark still as he wrapped his hand over my shoulder. 
"Understand me?"
"Yeah." My head bobbed. "Okay."
A shot rang out, and my spine stiffened. 
Jorge's chest bowed, his eyes widening as he dropped the makeshift bat.
"Jorge?" I wrapped my arm around his body as he slumped. "No. No. No. Come on."
"Find my sister." His lower lip trembled as my heart stuttered, his weight too much for me.
He crumpled to the ground as the men advanced around me. 
I stepped backward toward the ridge behind me.
"Don't come any closer," I commanded in Spanish.
An off-road vehicle without doors approached and stopped in the clearing in front of me, illuminating Jorge's crimson-splotched shirt.
Miguel, Andrés' right-hand man, stepped out of the passenger side with his hand on the roll cage, bracing himself as he exited. 
"Cariño, come back with me." He stepped over Jorge's body and held out his hand. "We'll tell him they took you." 
I shook my head and stepped closer to the edge. 
If Sarah could do it… 
"I'll never go back there."
Exhaustion clung to my body like an oppressive weight. 
In the passing days, our spirits flickered with a fragile hope fueled by the belief that freedom awaited us at the end of this tumultuous journey. 
I glanced around at the death at my feet. Little did we know the price we'd pay for our fleeting taste of freedom.
I shook my head, a rebellious tear trickling down my cheek and curling under my chin as I tucked Jorge's rosary into my pants pocket. My heart stampeded in my chest. "I want to be free."
Miguel stepped forward, his head cocked to the side. "Don't do it."
My heel hung off the edge. 
"Come back, and we'll explain it all as a misunderstanding. Por favor, cariño." 
His jaw pulsed, and the fist at his side clenched and released, the skin around his knuckles whitening in the vehicle’s headlights. 
I shook my head. "I'm not afraid anymore." I sucked in a deep breath, spun on my heel, and let gravity take me.
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Elias


I hung my head and shook it as I pinched the bridge of my nose, the scent of embalming fluids wafting into the air.  
Javier held a knife to Joaquin's calf, his body pinned to the autopsy table—his blood dripping through the drain holes and into buckets. "Tell me again, pendejo."
"I have nothing to say—" A shrill scream bounced off the walls as Javier ran the blade down Joaquin's flesh.
Blood beaded to the surface, tainting the fatty layers below. 
He bellowed, his cries reverberating in the cemented room.
I stepped away and sat in the far corner next to the table and unwrapped a soft taco from the local fast food joint. "The path to your death isn't easy, that's for sure." I sat back in my seat, propped my ankle over my knee, and bit into the succulent meat and salsa. "But, if you tell me who you gave my shipment information to, I'll tell him to end it humanely."
Joaquin's blood dripped into the bucket, mixing with the acrid urine.
"Fuck you and your mother, you piece of shit."
"Colorful, Joaquin." I waved my two fingers, giving Javier the go-ahead to proceed, and then chewed my second bite of taco. Javier worked the blade against Joaquin's paralyzed calf, peeling the skin to the side.
"This can all end now—"
His screams rose above my words. Clear fluids ran from his nose, and his eyes rolled back.
Javier's shoulders sagged, and his white shirt stained crimson. "I was getting to the best part."
"Maybe go for the smaller bits if you want him to stay awake." I quirked a brow and finished off my taco.
Javier gave a smug grin as he snagged smelling salts from the table, then shoved them into Joaquin's nose. 
He jolted as though he were Lazarus, his mouth opening wide to match his eyes, his purple hands shaking.
Javier tossed the salts to the floor. "There he is." 
I chuckled as I crumpled the paper and tossed it into the bag.
"Please…" Joaquin's head rolled side to side.
I exhaled a deep sigh and rested my arm along the edge of the table. "If I let you sleep, how would I get my answers?"
His bearded jowls jiggled as he shook his head. "Please…" 
"You're hiding something, and I want to know what it is."
"I-I can't." His chin trembled, and Javier tipped the pointed end of his knife into the man's exposed muscle, eliciting another ear-splitting scream. "She said he'd kill my family."
I cleared my throat as I stood and walked to his side. "Joaquin." I tapped his chubby cheek. "If you don't tell me who you're talking about, I'm going to hack your pretty family to bits and drop them in the well beside you."
The man cried, tipping his head back. "En el nombre del Padre, del Hijo y del Espíritu Santo. Amén." In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
"Amén. Now, tell me."
"So…" He gulped and hung his head. "Sofia Torres."
Who the hell was Sofia Torres?
"I better get more information than that if you want some semblance of mercy." I wiped his tears off my hand and snarled. 
"That's all I know. I swear. She never showed her face. She always stuck to the shadows." 
Javier leaned into the knife.
"Victor...Victor Chekhov. He's seen her face. He's the only one that has. That's all I know." He cried. 
"And where is Victor now?"
His ears filled with tears. "Last I heard, he'd hid out at some church." His head rocked side-to-side. "That's all I know. I'm sorry. Don't hurt my family."
I shook my head, my knuckles pressed against the side of the metal table. "I was never going to hurt your family, Joaquin. What kind of monster do you think I am?"






  
  4
[image: image-placeholder]
Grace


Fire and ice erupted across my body, spreading its wicked claws deep into my bones. My hand bobbed in a pool of cool liquid, pulling my limp arm. 
I groaned, my eyes fluttering open, then gasped.
A familiar, striking pair of emerald, vacant eyes stared back at me, a trail of blood marring the whites.
Jerking away from her mangled and twisted form, my belly shredded across the jagged rocks.
My lungs heaved, and shooting pain erupted from every nerve in my body, even when I'd settled a few more inches away from her still form. 
Sarah laid an arm's length away from me, her leg bent in an unnatural position, her arm twisted behind her back as if its new arrangement made it belong there.
A throbbing ache settled on the crown of my head, and a warm trail of viscous liquid coated my cheek and the space near my ear. 
A whimper left my lips as my fingertips pulled away from the sticky mess. Dark crimson smeared my fingertips, illuminated by the full moon. 
My right arm lay limp beside me, my fingers twitching. I bent my left leg, and a whetted pain radiated across my knee. 
Piercing ringing violated my ears as I sat, the world tilting on its axis. 
The air in my lungs inflated, causing a clicking in my ribcage. The deeper I breathed, the sharper the pain and the punchier the click.
What happened?
I glanced up the hill and stared at the distinct trail of overturned dirt, rocks, and debris leading to where I currently sat—next to the river tainted with innocent wildflowers and small gnat-like insects skimming the surface.
Headlights beamed my way, causing razor-edged pain to stab my retinas. 
The rocky riverbank illuminated as Miguel's men shouted down the ravine, their motors overpowering the thrumming in my ears. 
I exhaled, the air whooshing from my lungs as I stumbled to my feet. My limp arm swung in front of me, sending needling pain across my back and up my neck. 
A bleating cry drowned beneath the whir of engines coming my way as I pinned my right arm to my chest, being mindful of the broken rib, and limped down the rocky riverbank.
Tears spilled down my face as I took one last look at Sarah and caught Miguel from my periphery. 
"Grace. Let me help you."
My big toe struck a rock, and I wailed, my vision spinning.
There was no way to escape him.
He'd killed everyone.
He'd killed them all.
Jorge.
Sarah.
Little Rachel.
"Grace." 
My left knee gave out, and my right crashed into the water as he navigated the rugged terrain towards me. 
Cool water stung the cuts on my knees, his footsteps falling closer as he stepped over Sarah's body.  
If he caught me, that was it. I'd never survive. 
I stepped into the river, the current grabbing at my ankles like Sirens beneath the surface, beckoning me to join them. 
My toes slid against the muddy rocks, jamming them between stones. 
I tumbled face-first into the river.
Water soaked my thin clothes and sloshed up my nose. My sinuses burned, and my dislocated shoulder ignited a deep-seated torment.
Strong arms wrapped around me, pulling my face free from the water.
"I've got you."
I gasped, inhaling oxygen in short bursts as I kicked and bucked with all my might.
My torso slipped free from his grasp as though I were coated in grease, and my ass plunged into the turbulent waters below, submerging my face again.
Compressed air turned my cheeks into miniature balloons as I held my breath and kicked away from him. Keeping my head below water, I used the river to escape as far as I could, my broken rib scorching my chest. 
I kicked to the surface, and Miguel was there, his hand wrapping around my left ankle.
Screaming, the water washed into my mouth, smothering my cries as I dipped below the surface, kicking at him with all my might. 
Water filled my ears, my adrenaline piquing, dulling the overloading pain across my battered body.
"I'm trying to help you." His muffled words made it through the turbulent underwater chaos. 
I didn't want his help. 
I'd rather drown than go back there.
I'd rather my body rot in the river than let him touch me again.
The top of my foot smashed between his legs with a solid kick. He doubled over with a grunt, his hand releasing my foot.
The current took me down the center of the cardinal river, tainted with their sins, my mouth below the waterline as I treaded backward.
Miguel remained bent over, his men at his side, pointing their weapons at me.
Our gazes collided, and the concerned worry that had wrinkled his forehead disappeared. Only the taut muscles in his jaw and the downward pull of his brows remained. 
I bobbed beneath the water as he watched me, my head disappearing for brief moments at a time.
The vehicle headlights darkened in the distance. The full moon brushed dim light across the surface of the river and treetops, the roaring engines gone with nothing but the trickling of water hitting the banks. 
My thigh muscles tightened the more I kicked to stay afloat, my limp arm dangling behind me, and my shoulder burned with Hell's fire. I used my left arm to steer my direction towards the bank on the opposite side I'd jumped into. Yet, my exhausted body remained in the center of the long, winding river, with large boulders brushing against my feet.
A chill settled in my bones, and the fingers on my right hand tingled. The crown of my head throbbed. The adrenaline in my blood waning, and the injuries I'd fought through rose to the surface with excruciating vigor. 
My face dipped below the surface as my left knee stiffened, sending electrical jolts into my hip bone. Spots clouded my vision as I brought my mouth above the water and gulped in air.
This wasn't how I was supposed to die. 
Water vibrated between my fingertips as I paddled, drawing from what little energy I had until I made leeway towards the riverbank. 
'You swim with the current, not against it. Let it do the work for you.'
My father had taken me to a survivalist camp one summer, which taught us everything we needed to know to increase the odds of survival. Including river navigation.
Smooth river stone brushed against my feet, along with small pebbles and sand. I pushed against them, and my head bounded above the surface. 
Ground. 
I placed my feet on the stones and walked, my right knee screaming for respite, yet my body urged me forward for dry land. 
Twenty steps later, I crashed onto solid ground, rocks jutting into my good side, my vision swirling.
I filled my lungs until they nearly burst, each inhalation lending sharp spikes of pain into my rib cage.
I made it. 
I'd finally escaped, but for how long?
The night stretched on before me, crickets singing their chorus as if chaos and murder hadn't occurred—as if I hadn't witnessed everyone perish.
The river flowed on in silence, its trance paying homage to my fallen friends and the pseudo tranquility in the air.
Miguel wasn't around. 
Had he not followed me?
Did Miguel write me off as another casualty to the Rio Grande?
Was it that easy?
Muscling my way up the grassy hill, I settled at the top, my dislocated arm a hindrance. 
I laid on my back, my focus on the full moon, and stuck a small round stick between my teeth, my heart jackhammering in my chest. 
Despite my throbbing head, clicking rib, and banged-up knee, it was the tearing agony in my shoulder that made me grunt out a cry as I lifted my limp arm above my head. With my elbow pointing upward as if scratching my back, I pulled until it popped back into place.
Shards of glass replaced the burn, and black spots clouded my vision. My lungs sucked in shallow breaths. 
I couldn't breathe. The pain sliced through my chest like a knife wound digging in deep. 
My limbs slackened, the stick fell from my mouth as I jerked, and the world faded around me.






  
  5
[image: image-placeholder]
Grace


I levitated off the ground, my arms crossed over my belly, my legs dangling. The earth moved beneath me like I was on a Merry-Go-Round at full speed. 
Nausea twisted in my gut, and acid bubbled at the back of my tongue.
Deep, entangled voices writhed throughout my consciousness. Doors slammed, the ground trembled—the will to fight dwindled with each passing moment.
A cool, soft cloth dragged across my brow, and the gentle cooing of a woman's voice eased my nerves, yet I jerked from her touch, my eyelids opening in a flash.
The elderly woman blinked at me with widened eyes, her wrinkled, dark face touched by the sun and hard work. 
A washcloth dripped excess water down her delicate wrist, which my fingers dug into.
"You don't have to fear me." Her voice dipped low. 
I frowned. 
"¿Hablas inglés o español?"
A man's voice drifted through the cracked door across the room. My gaze darted to the source, then back to her. 
Where am I?
Who is she? 
The older woman wore a colorful T-shirt and well-worn blue jeans, faded at the knees. A pale scar ran from the outer corner of her eye to her earlobe.
Jorge's scar, which ran above his brow, flashed in my mind, and my hands flew to my pockets. 
His rosary.
"Where is it?"
My eyes burned as his face flashed in my mind, the terror in his eyes when he crumbled to his knees...
I released her wrist and moved to sit, my right arm pinned to my belly by a Velcro brace.
"Where is it?"
"Where is what?"
I glanced around my makeshift bed, the clothes I'd worn for three years missing from my body. Someone had dressed me in a large t-shirt with white sweats tied at the waist.
"My rosary. Where did you put it?"
"Oh." She helped me sit straight. "I removed your clothing so the doctor could examine you." She reached for a small wooden drawer in the nightstand and pulled out the white rosary with a crucifix at the end. "Your fingers were purple when he reset your shoulder."
I hunched over, my head swimming, and my vision danced in a field of bright pinpricks of light as I held the only thing I had left of Jorge.
"Careful." She placed her hand on my good shoulder and steadied my swaying body. "You took a bad beating to the head, and your rib was broken."
My toes brushed the watered-down brown tiled floor, resembling terracotta, the cuts on my feet stretching with the burden of my weight.
I hissed, then rubbed the burn from my eyes with the heel of my scraped palms. 
"Who are you running from?"
The man's accented voice grew louder outside the door, and my heart stalled. 
"Where am I?"
"Piedras Negras."
Mexico? I was still in Mexico even though I had crossed the river? 
Had I crossed the river?
I pushed to my feet, and my knee gave out. The sharp pain, coupled with a tight, stiff brace around it, had the older woman catching me. 
Her hands wrapped around my good arm, steadying me. 
I bit my lip, stifling my cries as throbbing aches and pains radiated throughout my battered body. 
"You must rest."
"I need to get out of here."
"You're American?"
I nodded and gulped. 
"We can take you to the border crossing when you're healed. Eagle Pass. It's right over the bridge."
Her accented tone caressed my nerves, but agitation settled beneath my skin. "I can't wait until then. I need to leave." I took another step, her hand drifting away as she followed me to the door. "Who's here with you?" 
Was he on the phone?
"Mi esposo. Husband."
"Anyone else?"
She shook her head.
"Did you tell anyone else I was here?"
"Only the doctor and my husband. He didn't like coming home from a trip to find his side of the bed taken."
Sweat pebbled against my skin as I hobbled to the bedroom door.
"Can the doctor be trusted?" I rested my hand on the door handle.
"Sí. Yes. He's very good."
I hunched over and sucked in air as if I'd raced a marathon and came in first place, my broken rib reminding me of their presence. 
"How long have I been asleep?"
"A couple days."
"Has anyone come looking for me?"
She shook her head. "No." 
I swallowed the lump in my throat, then swung the door wide open and caught the eye of an elderly man on the phone, the cord tethered to the wall. 
He was tall or would have been, if the large hump on his back didn't have him hunching over. Suspenders held up his pants, resting over his shoulders and pressing into his blue button-up dress shirt. 
The brown-eyed man's gaze met mine. "Ella está despierta." She's awake.
Ice-cold dread snaked down my spine as he hung up the house phone, grabbed his walking cane resting along the wall, and then looked at his wife, who stood behind me.
"Están en camino."
My pulse filled my ears, and my breaths halted. 
Who's on the way? 
Who did he call?
Miguel?
Ortiz?
My finger moved to the marking behind my ear as the man shuffled my direction. I limped kitty-corner from him towards the door, his wife nodding in acknowledgment. 
"Who did you call?" My heart fluttered in a way that had my feet moving closer to the exit, the scent of fresh coffee and tortillas in the air.
The man shook his head and gave his wife a curious look.
My stomach grumbled, but sticking around to fill it would be a mistake. 
Something was wrong.
Trust no one.
I opened the front door and slipped outside, their gazes swinging towards one another. 
"Thank you for your help."
I shut their wooden front door, the paint peeling down the center, then turned left. 
Chills centered down my torso, rippling around my spine and arms, sending a shiver dancing across my muscles as I made my way down the overgrown sidewalk, the chunks of cement creating divots in the walking path. 
Dogs barked behind makeshift fencing, its recycled walls, something you'd find on a shed roof. A tree pushed into it, causing it to bulge under the pressure, and a mud puddle mirrored the blue sky and evergreen leaves.
A car door slammed behind me. 
Two men stepped out of a white, single-cab truck as I glanced over my shoulder.
I turned back and limped down a side street towards a teen girl bouncing a basketball in her driveway. 
"Hola," I said, waving and doing my best to remember the Spanish Jorge taught me in our years together. "What direction is the border?"
The girl pointed, and I sucked in a breath of relief the border wasn't the way I'd just come.
"Gracias. How far?"
"A kilometer or so."
I converted kilometers to miles and nodded. "Gracias."
Half a mile.
Fifteen minutes later, I hadn't even made it a quarter of the way.
My knee ached, and my head throbbed. The sun shone too bright, causing my eyes to squint in its hellacious beams.
But at least I'd made it into town, surrounded by crowds where hundreds of people would deter Miguel from finding me.
At least, I hoped it would.
Children's screams of joy and laughter resounded as I turned the corner, followed by splashes of water from the community Olympic-sized pool on the other side of the street.
"Grace."
Sweat dripped down my back as I turned. 
Parked on the side of the road was the same white truck I'd seen pull up to the couple's house. Leaning against the passenger door was a man in tight blue jeans, a button-down vibrant shirt, and pointed cowboy boots with silver tips.
"You have the wrong person."
I turned back around and walked faster, swallowing down the pain in my body until pounding footfalls sounded behind me.
Sprinting with a horrid limp, I darted into the streets, cars blazing their horns in a chaotic chorus of warnings. A vehicle skidded to a stop mere inches from my shins, his horn hammering my ears. 
"¡Qué mierda, lunático!" The man threw his hands into the air as if I intended to get hit by a car today.
"Sorry. Lo siento." I patted the hood of his car as I walked around it, then looked over my shoulder.
The man worked his way across the two-lane road without attracting attention. I bolted, running into the community pool, stumbling over my feet. 
Tears burned in my eyes as the pain pulsed through every fiber of my being. I weaved through kids and their parents, the man hot on my heels with an uneasy calm about him.
I rushed into the building through the women's changing room and then locked the door behind me. A white shirt hung out of an open locker door, and I snagged it with a pair of sneakers tucked under the bench.
My heart beat like a wild orchestra in my chest, my rib flexing far too much for a break. I shoved the one-size-too-big shoes on and discarded the blue arm brace onto the floor. The shirt slid over my head with ease, but I chewed on my inner lip to keep the cries down as I raised my arm through the holes.
Fists barraged the locked door, and a woman's voice seeped through the barrier.
Chlorine stung my nose as I made my way through the community center, avoiding the door I'd locked, and made my way through the crowd gathering at the cashier, my gaze bouncing off each individual who wasn't clad in swimwear.
I paused by the double-wide glass doors and scanned the streets, searching for the white truck, for the man with slicked-back, brown hair as though he'd fallen out of a grade B movie. 
He knows my name. 
He knows who I am.
I pushed open the doors and hobbled down the sidewalk. People cast glances my way as I held my arm close to my torso, my eyes burning from the held-back tears.
My heart pounded as pressure built in my head, and a beaming smile worked its way across my lips. 
The bridge, which stretched over the Rio Grande River, was packed with cars sitting bumper to bumper, waiting their turn to enter the United States.
Border Patrol Agents’ silhouettes sharpened as I drew closer, the sidewalk stretching like an endless road.
"Walk back to my truck with me without making a scene..." a man said from behind me before he saddled up at my side, throwing his arm over my shoulder like we were long-time friends. "And I will put in a good word for you."
He turned my body back down the bridge, my spine growing rigid. 
People in their cars averted their gazes as though I were one of the many vendors selling things between rows of cars. 
I can't go back. 
I'd take the long, deadly plunge off the side of the bridge and into the river before I let them haul me back in front of him and serve me up for punishment.
The air in my lungs evaporated as I turned, ducking under his arm, and ran. 
His hand gripped my wrist, and my shoulder popped.
I belted out an arduous scream. 
The man glanced around, his bushy black eyebrows raising as he looked behind me towards the border agents.
I gripped my arm as his hand fell from my wrist.
"That was a big mistake." He turned away, the sound of running footsteps behind me coming closer.
Tears fell down my cheeks as I turned and dropped to my scabbed and bruised knee. 
My sanctuary within reach.
"Ma'am, do you need help?"
"I'm an American citizen, and I've been held against my will."
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A female officer sat across from me, her leg tucked over her knee, her foot bouncing as she scribbled on a notepad.  
Machines beeped and whirred their mechanical noises, dripping fluids and pain relief into my veins. 
My knee had a clean bill of health, just a bruised bone. They'd reset my shoulder once again and x-rayed my skull and rib. 
"Okay, Sarah." She popped her eyes up from her paper. "Is there anything else you can tell me about who took you?"
I stared at the spot on the wall.
Was it growing?
"Sarah?"
"Hmm?" I tore my focus away and looked at the woman in her mid-fifties, wearing a black uniform with her name tag embroidered above the right breast. 
"Is there anything else you can tell me?"
I shook my head, wincing. 
Why didn't I give her a different name?
"So, you didn't get a good look at the men? And how long did they hold you for?"
"A few days… I think."
They couldn't help me.
I'd be a fool if I gave them his information. He had people with a reach further than the eye could see. 
He was impervious to the law. 
Hell, even she could be on his payroll.
"And you never knew his name?" Her brows created a furrowed line of doubt across her forehead, and the corners of her mouth dipped. 
"No."
I feigned a yawn and covered my mouth with my hand, leaned my head back against the flat pillow, and then pulled the itchy hospital blanket up to my chin. 
She gave a subtle shake of her head. "I'm almost done. A few more questions, and then you can rest." The pen in her hand tumbled to the floor with a clatter, and she picked it up. "You left the emergency contact on your paperwork blank. Why?"
"I don't have anyone."
"No friends or family? What about a boyfriend?"
I shook my head. "I'm an orphan and never had the opportunity to date."
The woman flicked a brown strand of hair away from her brow, then scribbled something down. "Okay, and how did you get to Mexico?"
My stomach churned, and my heart hit the gas pedal.
"Hey, girl."
A man in his late thirties bends over me, my hair hanging over the side of the park bench.
I sat straight up, a tingle coursing down my skin as he glanced over me. 
"Do you need help?" He hikes a thumb over his shoulder, his Spanish accent strong. "We're making a trip to the women's shelter. You can catch a ride with us."
I swallow, his chiseled jawline covered with dark short hairs and the dark eyes like that of chocolate.
"I'm okay."
He cocks his head to the side and smiles. "It's no trouble, and they have warm food."
I glance around the dark, empty park, the pigeons cooing their nighttime songs.
"They might even have pizza tonight." 
My stomach growls at the thought of cheese coating my tongue. "Fine."
"Excellent." He claps his hands and nabs my backpack from the bench. "My name's Miguel, and yours?"
"Are you still with me, Sarah?"
I took in a short breath, then licked my chapped lips. "Someone offered to take me to a women's shelter."
"And what happened next?"
I closed my eyes, then glanced out of the large square window. "They didn't take me there."
"Do you have any other details?"
Their laughter that night piqued in my mind. "I don't want to talk about it."
"I understand, but if you help us, we can take steps to ensure this won't happen to anyone else."
Heat crawled across my cheeks as Sarah's glassy eyes flashed in my mind. "I said no."
I'd helped enough people, brought them to the brink of happiness, then watched them take their last breaths. 
I didn't help anyone. 
I doomed them.
The woman slid the pen through the spiral binding with a metallic dut, dut, dut, then stood with an exasperated sigh. "I really hope you change your mind, Sarah." She tucked the pad under her arm. "One more thing before I go." She tapped her finger to the back of her ear, and my stomach went cold. "What does this mean? We've seen it before, but you're the only one alive to tell us."
I set my jaw as I stared at her through watery eyes.
Buzz.
"Hold her still."
I scream as sharp needles penetrate my sensitive skin. Hands hold me down, and blood ceases to flow through my limbs.
"Goodbye, Detective Gonzalez."
She sucked in a long and slow deep breath through her nose, then left the room.
I rolled my head to the side and stared out the window that looked out to the other wall of the hospital some distance away. 
I've stayed too long.
My heart pattered in my chest as I gripped the IV tubes, took a deep breath, and tugged. The tape tore my skin and the small fine hairs until it came away, leaving spurting blood in its wake. 
I pressed my trembling hand against the minuscule hole, its presence a mere whisper of pain beneath my touch. I slid off the bed and rushed into the bathroom, covering the distance in long strides. 
They didn't make reaching those rough brown paper towels easy for someone who had their arm pinned to their chest while that hand staunched the gore from carpeting the tiled floor in a crimson bath.
I pressed the towel into my hand, the coarse texture scraping against my abused skin. My teeth ground together, avoiding the rebellious outcry that tightened my throat. I squeezed my eyes closed, inhaled and exhaled five deep breaths through my nose, and then looked down as I lifted the towel. 
The blood dribbled, unlike the aggravated spring it had been moments ago, causing my shoulders to sag. 
Holding my hand tighter, I stared at my gaunt reflection in the mirror. 
It'd only been a few hours since I'd last dared to look at myself, and although nothing had changed, I still didn't recognize the girl in the mirror.
Black circles welled beneath my eyes, and my sunken cheeks highlighted my prominent cheekbones.
A short line of stitches hid in my hairline beside my temple, and small scabs across my forehead and cheeks stuck out against the red raised edges.
Is it normal to not recognize the body I grew up in?
I glanced down at my hand, the blood oozing like thick sludge.
Good enough.
I tossed the paper in the trash, grabbed the white plastic bag hanging on the back of the bathroom door, tore off the hospital gown with buttons on the shoulders, and dressed in the oversized clothing I arrived in, my rosary still tucked in my pants pocket.
My arm remained tucked inside my shirt as I slipped on my shoes, then grabbed my half-eaten pudding and snuck out of the door.
Nurses worked at their stations, their eyes never wavering from their computer screens. A woman stood in front of the patient’s whiteboard with a doctor and chatted, their arms crossed over their chests.
A slow smile crept up my lips as I shuffled away from my hospital room, down the hall, and out the tall glass front doors.
Fresh air slithered up my sinuses and filled my lungs, eliminating the sterile, filtered hospital air. I stood for a beat, taking in the parking lot, the bright blue sky with a smattering trace of gray clouds and the field of dried grasses and brush. A white metal fence bordered the hospital parking lot in a curious fashion, as though they wanted to keep people in. 
Or were they trying to keep people out?  
Cars rushed by on the two-lane road at a decent clip. Boys and girls sat beneath the shaded shelter waiting for the public transit, wearing khaki pants and white shirts while the girls sported plaid skirts and knee-high socks.
Peace.
No more screams.
No more crying.
No more pain.
I was free.
Tears burned my eyes as I walked through the parking lot and wandered the streets littered with trash. 
A homeless camp with tarps, tents, and shopping carts was in the middle of a field wrapping around the city.
Maybe they'd know where to get a bite to eat.
My mother used to say the men and women who lived on the streets were the most resourceful in our broken society. They knew where to get food, what building was the best for shelter, and what people to stay away from. Most of them were good-hearted folks who were down on their luck, suffered from mental illness or addiction, or preferred the streets to living the nine-to-five.
I walked for twenty minutes before turning down a road that wasn't much different than the one across the border. Residents parked their cars on the side of the street and palm trees ran in a straight line. A
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