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Chapter One

 


Healing is learning to trust life.

—Jeanne Achterberg

 


Nestled outside Queens, New York, sat the
bane of Drug Enforcement Agency Agent Matthew Gonzalez’s
existence—JFK Airport. Not that he had anything against the airport
itself or the city it serviced, but managing the proper timing of
getting in and out of the epicenter for world travel was a tedious
task. A task that sometimes could take up to two hours once he was
over the GW Bridge. Though there was one time it took
five.

The traffic wasn’t his only reason for
hating the six-billion-dollar nightmare. No, that other right was
given to the constant barrage of people who commuted through the
terminals, half as many somehow managing to either not see him,
which resulted in constant bumping to his body—shoulders, back,
hips, and hello there, one time with his groin. Or they saw
him and felt like somehow challenging his presence by delivering
those well-timed impacts with not-too-subtle checks of their
corresponding body parts.

He didn’t hate people. Let’s get that clear.
He hated rude people. Ones who had no common sense, manners,
or consideration for others.

Okay, maybe he needed to be a bit more
honest. He hated New Yorkers. And since he was a New Yorker
himself, he could give the blanket statement for what it was: the
truth.

So, despite the fact he had to make a trip
to JFK during the busiest time of day, on a Friday before a
three-day holiday weekend leading up to the Fourth of July, all for
a case that may or may not pan out, really set his nerves on edge.
That he had to leave his brother’s barbeque an hour earlier didn’t
help matters.

So help him, if Lawless Lou—his confidential
informant—sent him on a goose-chase with this latest piece of
intel, he would throw every available resource at his disposal at
the no-good-piece-of-shit.

Then again, if this panned out, the good ole
bank of Uncle Sam would make Lou one happy pig in shit.

Well, technically, Matt was the pig
here.

He smirked. Cop humor.

Unfortunately, CIs—otherwise known as
confidential informants—were what made his world, or in this case,
his job, go round. Feeding agents information was one way they were
able to get a leg up on this war on drugs. There’d been references
of these CIs being the foot soldiers in this war, but he saw them
for what they were. Low-lying, garbage-feeding scums just trying to
make it in this big, imperfect world.

Lou had been informing Matt going on four
years now. Outside of Lou constantly looking over his shoulder,
seeing as snitching was pretty dangerous work, he averaged about
fifty thousand dollars a year for his efforts. With his CI, they’d
managed to put away quite a few dealers, some of which were preying
on local schools around the area, as well as a few wanted for
murder, and one for rape. Great accolades all around, yes,
yes—insert sarcasm here—but anytime Matt had to deal with Lou,
better referred to as Lawless, he felt as if he needed a
head-to-toe stainless-steel scrub like the ones his ma used on her
scorched pans.

Even outside all the icky-yucky sensations,
their partnership—if one wanted to call it such—had been pretty
successful. So, when Lawless wanted to talk, Matt listened. And
seeing as he’d received a 2:00 AM call telling him a description of
the subject he needed to be looking for and the amount of product
coming in from the good neighbor of the United States, Mexico, then
a call only two hours prior telling him the flight number, Matt
hadn’t had much time to prepare.

It was now five o’clock in the afternoon and
he was slowly making his way through terminal four toward his
POC—point of contact—who would get him through security and to the
jet bridge of their soon-to-arrive suspect.

He checked his watch. “Fuck, let’s hope this
plane isn’t early,” he told his partner, Don Watson. Watson’s scowl
matched his as he shoved and pushed his way through the
ever-thickening crowd.

Watson thinned his already thin lips until
they practically disappeared. Despite his annoyance levels being
near maximum, Matt fought the chuckle bubbling its way from his
gut. His colleague may be one bad-ass DEA agent, but with the
asymmetry of his face, all hard angles, high-brow, and permanent
scowl, whoever had a hand in making him had missed out on the
finishing touches to his face. Namely, his mouth. It was
distracting as hell, and the boys back at the office let him know
all the damn time. Then again, when one worked a high-intensity job
such as drug enforcement, there had to be some ways to let off
steam. Cracking on your brothers-in-arms was just one in many of
those ways.

“I’ll peel off and check the arrivals
listing. You head back in case they get in early,” Watson said,
nodding in the direction of the security checkpoint.

Matt nodded and renewed his approach to get
through, dodging luggage, side-stepping strollers, and trying to
plan out his route. A few minutes later, he stepped up to Agent
Sanchez, the DEA contact assigned to JFK, who had those pretty
little escort privileges to get him through security. A badge meant
nothing at an airport. Access authority said it all.

Agent Sanchez leaned against the wall
outside the executive entrances, his low-lidded gaze saying he’d
much rather be taking a nap in one of the back offices. Then again,
with the constant activity coming in and out of JFK, especially
with drugs, Matt could only imagine some things Daniel Sanchez had
seen, done, or heard—fuck, any of it. Yet another lovely thing
about living near such a big city was the big-named criminal lords
pushing their product into the neighborhoods. The whole
buy-sell-demand thing was a living, breathing demon in New
York.

“Plane is about fifteen minutes out,”
Sanchez said as a greeting. “You ready?”

Matt nodded and looked over his shoulder for
his partner. Truth was, he was always ready. At a young age, he’d
developed this drive deep inside of him to stay a step ahead of
others. Not in the sense of I always have to be better than
you, but from a perspective of wanting to know what drove some
to make the decisions they did. Later, in college, that drive
narrowed in on criminal behavior and trying to understand
criminals’ motivations.

If one understood someone’s motivation, they
could most likely anticipate their actions. In the world of
Criminal Justice, this was imperative to prevent crimes and deaths.
Sometimes, even prevent activities worse than death, because yes,
that kind of shit existed. Rapes, mutilation, and torture were just
a few of the things he saw on a daily basis. Especially in his line
of work with drug enforcement. And more than ever with those he
investigated, which focused on none other than the Mexican
cartel.

Watson rounded the corner and practically
bulldozed his way to Sanchez and Matt. Color rose high on his
cheeks, and his breath puffed from his mouth in heavy pants. Matt
fought the chuckle, or at least he tried, but somehow failed seeing
as Watson tossed him a glare.

“Do people have no sense of personal space
in this godforsaken airport?”

Matt lost his fight with the chuckle and let
out a sharp bark of laughter. Sanchez shook his head and turned,
holding that pretty little access badge. Watson and Matt sobered.
Game on.

****

Juliette Scaglione bit her lip and stared at
the conveyor belt, waiting for her nondescript black luggage to
come out from the back. Not that she was looking forward to hauling
it off the belt after the exhausting eight-hour flight from Cancun,
but it wasn’t like she had anyone else to help her.

Damn you, Jorge.

And damn you, Jimmy. Good riddance.

She’d gone to Cancun in a party-plus-two but
ended up coming back by herself. Three Dog Night’s “One” played on
repeat in her head the entire flight and cued up again.

When Jimmy, her now ex-boyfriend,
approached her and Jorge about taking a vacation in Cancun, she’d
been ecstatic. Between working non-stop, pulling twelve-hour shifts
at the office, and trying to get everything prepared for their
upcoming regulatory review, she’d been ready for some time away.
Not that being a bank auditor was difficult. One simply had to make
sure policies were followed, but when the auditor became the
auditee, perspectives changed. Especially with the heightened
increase in regulatory compliance over the past few years.

With the review over—and her unit passing
with flying colors, thank you very much—she’d jumped at the
opportunity to get away with her boyfriend and brother. The two
were inseparable, and even though three was a crowd, she figured
her brother would find things to do, or rather, someone to do, to
allow her and Jimmy the chance to reconnect.

Of course, seeing as Jimmy didn’t have a
job, she ended up fronting the bill for him as well, but why have
money when you didn’t spend it, right?

She hadn’t wanted to make a big deal out of
paying for him, either. Since he’d lost his job at the
manufacturing plant two years ago, whenever finances were brought
up, his anger took over. Between the hours she’d been pulling, the
stress they were both under, and feeling as if their relationship
was slipping away, she didn’t utter a peep. Instead, she produced
her AMEX card for the travel agent.

She should have paid closer attention to it
all.

The late-night phone calls.

The constant way Jimmy was always on his
phone.

The beer on his breath and coming in
late.

 She’d been so
blind by their five-year relationship, so deaf to the warnings that
she hadn’t thought her boyfriend would break up with her on day two
of their vacation when all she’d done was stand by his side and
support him for the past few years.

Ugh!

Not only did he break up with her, though.
Oh, no. He managed to take the cash she had kept specifically for
this trip, broke up with her over a text, of all things, and she
didn’t see him again after that.

And Jorge being Jorge, in his laid-back,
carefree way, didn’t seem concerned. Instead, her brother had
pulled her out of her room, took her sightseeing, got her out to a
few clubs, and helped her push the too-recent memory of Jimmy
away.

Back at the airport, someone stepped up a
little too close to her back. Yikes! Sure, the city wasn’t
known for allowing personal space, but when she moved away, the
other body followed. Ugh. She tried to take him in but couldn’t
make out the guy’s face because he wore a black sweatshirt with the
hood pulled up and over his head until the shadows danced in eerie
phantoms across his face. She squinted, thinking her mind must be
playing tricks on her because the guy’s face looked covered in
tattoos.

Yikes again.

She edged away, moving to the other side of
the belt, and turned her focus to searching for her bag and on her
recent drama.

Now, back in the “real world” of New York
City, everything Jimmy had done burned a path up her throat. She
wanted to punch something or maybe cry-cry-cry just so she could
have her pity party and call it a day. Instead of being able to lie
back and do nothing, she was forced to grab her bag that somehow,
despite her not shopping too much, seemed heavier than she
remembered. Then again, Jorge had asked her to bring some of his
stuff back with her.

Don’t even get her started on that whole
mess. Jorge had decided to stay in Cancun for another week to enjoy
the life. How he managed to take three weeks off from work was
beyond her, but being the good little sister she was, she agreed to
do as he asked.

Stupid, stupid her.

She spied her bag and stepped forward to
grab it, heaving it off the belt with a grunt. It came down hard,
landing on top of her right toe. Her Keds did nothing to protect
the digit from the heavy weight. “Shit!” she yelped and tilted the
bag away to pull her foot back.

She dropped to her haunches and rubbed at
the offended toe. Her purse slid down her shoulder, pulling down
her black sweater to bare her arm, and hit the floor next to her.
The weight of her backpack threatened to topple her over. Tears
smarted her eyes.

Instead of crying, she breathed through the
pain, both in her foot and her chest, then took a deep breath. She
focused on moving, staring at her favorite red leggings, then
stood.

A tall shadow caught in her peripheral
before a form moved to her side. She did a double-take, looking for
the same guy from earlier. It wasn’t unheard of for other New
Yorkers to get too close to each other. It was a small city, after
all. But that guy had made her uneasy.

She froze, and the second look confirmed it
wasn’t the creep-tastic dude, but someone else. A third look due to
the fact that this guy was H-O-T hot. Well, hold on.

Hello there.

This guy had to be about six-foot-four,
six-foot-five. He had a wide jaw with the most luscious lips she’d
ever seen. Seriously, if they had to make a song about lips, it’d
be Sir-Mix A Lot singing about Baby Got Lips, because daymn.
From there, the view only got better. Eyes the color of a maple
tree’s late fall leaves set in perfect symmetry over a nose with a
slight bump. The bump, she thought with a tilt of her head, looked
more like he’d had his nose broken before and hadn’t bothered to
get it set properly. Lashes—that just had to be curled with a
curler, because come on, life couldn’t be that unfair—framed those
gorgeous whiskey-colored eyes.

And with no small jolt, she realized his
hair wasn’t the typical short style most men wore nowadays but was
held back in a ponytail at his nape, and dark, so dark she couldn’t
quite make out if it was deep brown or black. She’d kill for hair
like that—silky and almost as if it were soft to the touch. How
would her fingers feel pushing through it?

All along his arms were tons of colorful
imprints, two full sleeves’ worth she guessed, and as many ran
under his short sleeve tan t-shirt. That shirt strained to contain
his biceps that flexed under her perusal.

He cleared his throat. “Miss Scaglione?”

Oh, his voice. It was like butt-ah,
baby. The sensual tone slid along her arms like phantom fingers,
finding all the right spots to make her purr. She’d always been
sensitive to the tone and timber of voices. Some people used music
to soothe their souls. For her, it was the cadence, tone, and
inflections of voices, and the reason why she was such a big fan of
audiobooks.

She never understood this but chalked it up
to how her mother used to sing her to sleep each night. And her
mother had such a beautiful voice.

This guy’s voice, though, she wanted more.
She stared at his mouth, hoping he’d say something else. She wanted
to feel those fingers slide over her skin again.

He cocked his head, and the side of his
beautiful mouth quirked. “Juliette? Juliette Scaglione?”

“Oh, dear God. Yes, that’s me.” She
shuddered.

 A startled
laugh escaped him, the sound deep and moving through the air with
enough electrical currents to power the entire airport. He shook
his head and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Do you mind coming
with us so we can ask you a few questions?”

Juliette blinked at that request and
focused. Flanking her stood another fairly good-looking man, this
one the light to the other’s dark, though his lips were thinner.
Mr. Light seemed to block the exit to the side, whereas Mr. Dark,
she noticed, had blocked the other exit. If she refused to follow
them, the only way she’d be able to go was toward the back of the
baggage claim, which was administrative offices and lost
luggage.

She furrowed her brow. “Um, who exactly are
you and why do you want to ask me questions?”

Mr. Dark nodded and pulled out a black
wallet as if he expected her question. He flipped it open, and
about a million flashbacks of Law and Order reruns popped
into her mind, along with the song. Du, du, duuuuh. Du, Du, duh,
duh, duh. “Special Agent Matt Gonzalez with the Drug
Enforcement Agency. My partner over there”—he nodded toward Mr.
Light—“is Agent Watson. We just need to speak with you for a few
minutes.”

She spied both of them, the entire request a
little surreal. And seriously, Agent Watson? “You’re kidding me,
right? Am I being punked?”

Agent Gonzalez’s brows went up, and he shook
his head. “Afraid not, ma’am.”

She winced and held up a hand, which caused
her damn purse to slide again. The strap caught at her elbow and
she struggled to pull it back up. Dang thing weighed close to
twenty pounds. “Okay, one, please don’t call me ma’am. Everyone
calls me Juliette. You call me ma’am, and I’m going to start
feeling old. Two”—she pointed at Agent Watson—“are you for real
with his name? Does no one else feel the absurdity of it with his
so-called profession?”

He eyed her as if she’d lost her mind. Okay,
she probably had. After everything she’d been through in the past
two weeks and that hellish flight, now this? Someone should really
put her out of her misery and check her into a psychiatric ward
somewhere.

As if he could read her thoughts, Agent
Gonzalez looked like he was seriously considering her silent plea
when his face lit up. Just like that, everything and everyone
around her ceased to exist. They weren’t in one of the busiest
airports in the world, there weren’t people walking and bumping
into them from all directions, and Sherlock Holmes’s famous
friend/DEA Agent wasn’t watching them from a few feet away.
Instead, Matt Gonzalez’s face transformed into something so
beautiful, a smile so blinding, surely nature had forgotten to add
it to one of the Wonders of the World.

“Watson. I get it. Like Doctor Watson with
Sherlock Holmes. That’s a good one. I’m going to have to remember
it for later.” Then the guy did something she didn’t anticipate.
Something that caused her stomach to go on a tilt-a-whirl ride.
Something she’d never expect from a big, bad DEA Agent.

He winked at her. Actually winked.

Her breath caught in her throat.

Agent Gonzalez stepped forward and reached
for her luggage. She watched from a distance, his proximity making
everything seem as if it was running in slow motion. The subtle
scent of his cologne floated over and she took a deep breath in,
finding his smell delicious. “Don’t let him hear you make that
reference, though. He’s kinda sensitive already.”

That damnable smile was still on his face,
and it grew as he looked over her shoulder at what she had to
suspect was Agent Watson. He chuckled, the sound sliding over her
skin like a caress.

Matt straightened, her luggage firmly in his
hand, and held out a hand for her to fall into place beside him.
“This way, Ms. Scaglione.”

Oh, what the hell. She decided to just go
with it. How much trouble could she possibly get into with two
Special Agents in the middle of the airport? “Please call me
Juliette.”

Agent Gonzalez nodded. “Juliette.” The sound
of her name on his lips sent a shiver along her spine.

A few minutes, more than half a dozen doors,
and what had to be a super security clearance later, Juliette
followed Agent Gonzalez into a small room with four plain white
walls, a moderate-sized wood table, and three chairs. She took five
steps inside and stopped as everything caught up. This was an
interrogation room, right on down to the lone lightbulb hanging
from the ceiling.

“Wait, what’s going on?” she asked, eyeing
the handsome Agent Gonzalez as he placed her bag on the table.

“Well, Juliette,” he responded, “as I told
you earlier, I’m with the DEA. We have received some credible intel
that has led us to wanting to speak with you. Before we begin, and
for the safety of all in this room, do we have permission to search
your bags and yourself?”

Surreal. It appeared her brain moved about
three steps behind normal functionality because another piece of
the puzzle clicked into place. Agent Gonzalez and Watson worked for
the DEA. She knew little about the agency other than they dealt
with some scary stuff, including hardcore drugs. She’d never even
smoked weed, so why would he want to talk to her?

“What do you expect to find in my bags?” she
asked.

Agent Gonzalez stared at her, and rather
than answer what she thought was a pretty logical question, he
threw another softball. “I’ll ask you one more time. Do you give
your consent to allow us to search your bags? I’m warning you now
that I have a federal judge on standby in the event you say no, so
one way or another, I will search these bags today. It’s just a
matter of whether this will go quickly or take a few hours. Up to
you.”

Her heart pounded against the inside of her
chest, wanting to run away. She felt much the same way. Not that
she thought he’d find anything. It was the absolute certainty she
saw on his face that said he knew he’d find
something.

“What’s going on?” she asked, hating the
meek sound in her voice.

“Juliette—”

“Yes! Yes, you can search my bags, my—my
body, but you won’t find anything in, or rather, on them.”

Agent Gonzalez unzipped her suitcase.

“After you find nothing, I expect an
explanation for what’s going on.” There, that sounded firm. Not
shaky, like what her insides were doing.

Agent Watson relieved her of her backpack
and purse but placed them on the table and didn’t go through them.
Instead, he kept his attention on what Agent Gonzalez was doing,
though she knew without a doubt she had his full attention too.

Gonzalez removed her clothing in a
systematic fashion, placing items one at a time on the table next
to the suitcase. Out came her dirty clothes, which lay on top,
jeans, dresses, and her underwear. Her cheeks heated as he
continued, his movements slow and thorough.

He got to the bottom, having removed
everything from within. Her things were scattered across the table
like some bizarre game of Clue.

“See?” she said. “Nothing.”

Agent Watson didn’t move, but Gonzalez sure
did. He reached inside her suitcase and felt around the corners,
then yanked. The sound of fabric tore.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

He tossed the fabric aside, and black
plastic square packages were stacked inside in a neat and orderly
fashion. Had to be about a dozen of them, at least five to six
inches in width.

Shock rooted her to the spot for a few
moments. “Wait. What is that?” she asked and took a step
forward.

Watson held up a hand in front of her.
“Ma’am, please stay back.”

“What is that?” she asked him again, hearing
the rising hysteria in her voice.

Gonzalez pulled out one package and produced
a pocketknife from somewhere, then cut into the wrapping.
Everything around her moved in slow motion until she swore the
world had ceased to spin. Her attention stayed riveted to the white
powder that came out on the shiny blade.

“Gonna need a test kit,” he said to Watson.
The other agent immediately set the bags beside the table, at the
farthest reach from her, and left the room.

“Agent Gonzalez,” she said, sounding like
she pleaded, because she did. She’d never seen that stuff before in
her life. “That’s not mine. What’s going on?”

He pulled out twelve packages, and yes, she
counted every single one, before grabbing another black trash bag
that someone had taped to the inside of her luggage frame. Once he
opened that, several brown baggies came tumbling out. She
gasped.

No wonder her bag had been so heavy.

Only then, after the whole horrid nightmare
was laid out on the table, all the ugliness next to her things, her
clothes, and her bag of toiletries, did he look up at her. “Ms.
Scaglione,” he said, reverting to formalities, “the intel we
received was there would be someone on your plane, matching your
description and carrying a suitcase with over ten kilos of cocaine
and about a hundred baggies of heroin. Although I haven’t tested it
yet, I can tell you I’d bet my next paycheck that’s what is right
here.”

“But it’s not mine.” Dryness coated the
inside of her mouth, as if cotton balls had been shoved inside and
sucked up all the moisture.

“Are those your clothes?” he asked.

She nodded.

“This your bag?”

She nodded, getting where he headed. “Yes,
but those drugs are not mine!”

“Of course, they aren’t.” But he said the
words as if he didn’t believe her.

“They aren’t!” she yelled.

He slammed his hands on the table and leaned
toward her. The sound made her jump, and she cowered back.
Everything before this moment had shown Agent Matt Gonzalez to be a
man who lived carefree and full of humor. His whiskey eyes had even
danced with laughter a short fifteen minutes earlier. Don’t ask her
how she knew deep down this man was happy, despite having a dark
aurora, she just did. She could read people sometimes. Well, except
if that person were taking her to Cancun to break up.

She smacked her forehead as the light
dawned. “I don’t know about those drugs, but I think you may want
to talk to my boyfriend.”

Gonzalez arched a brow. “Your boyfriend. Was
he on the plane with you?”

She winced. “Well, he’s not my boyfriend
anymore, and no, he wasn’t on the plane. He stayed in Cancun. We
actually broke up on day two after arriving. I came back early. My
brother and Jimmy stayed down there.”

“Your brother is in Cancun with your
ex-boyfriend?” If anyone could perfect the expression of
disbelieving a story, Agent Gonzalez was their role model. His
face, despite remaining hard, showed expressions of doubt. She got
it. She really did. If she were in his shoes, she might not believe
her either. The story seemed ridiculous.

She held up her hands, giving in and going
with the pleading route. “Look, I know how it sounds. But if we can
just get ahold of my brother, he’ll confirm it all. I’ve never
touched drugs or even been in the same room as the stuff. This
isn’t mine. I don’t know where it came from.”

He lifted to his full height again and
tilted his head, studying her. “Tell me, Ms. Scaglione, why would
someone set you up to mule drugs from Cancun? How would they go
about getting those drugs from you after you get here if you were
unaware of them? What purpose would it serve?”

“I … I don’t know,” she finished lamely.

“Right,” he said and nodded. “You have the
right to remain silent.”

“No,” she whispered, horrified at this turn
of events.

He reached into his back pocket, pulled out
a shiny pair of handcuffs. “Anything you say can and will—”

The room plunged into darkness. She let out
a startled scream. An odd popping noise followed, and an alertness
pulsed from the man standing across from her.

“Ms. Scaglione, please come stand behind me.
Quickly now.”

The popping grew louder until the noises
changed into what sounded like gunfire. Alarm skittered through
her, seizing her muscles with fear. She lurched forward and slammed
into the edge of the table, then let out a cry of pain. The edge
dug its way into the side of her pelvis. Despite the room going
dark, shadows formed as her vision adjusted.

Agent Gonzalez’s hand wrapped around her
bicep, and he roughly yanked her behind him as the doors to the
room slammed open. She screamed again. His body went solid. Gunfire
erupted. Then pain slammed into her head, and all went dark.


Chapter Two

 


What was it, a week later, maybe ten days
after that fateful attack in JFK? Matt opened his gritty eyes and
took in the same wooden door he’d seen over and over again each
time he’d woken over the past however many days. He’d hoped it’d
all been one big ole nightmare, but no such luck. His mind, hazy
with dehydration, sleep deprivation, and minimal food, scrambled to
take stock of his surroundings. But the damn organ operated as if
he’d been drugged. Maybe he had been. Did they move him again? He’d
lost count of the days after the third sunrise and sixth
beating.

He’d been bounced from one identical room to
another, or so it seemed. The last thing he remembered before
coming to this hellhole was a dark truck where they spent hours and
hours driving. Non-stop. God, it seemed as if they’d keep going
forever.

Where was Watson?

He tried to lift his head to see if he could
find the man but dropped it after he determined the movement
required too much energy.

The last time he felt anything remotely
similar to how much his body ached, pain seeming to come from every
muscle and joint and his head, was after the academy, when he’d
been jumped from behind by three beefy DEA trainers. They’d tied
his hands behind his back. He’d left that room with a black eye, a
broken nose, a bunch of bruises, and a bit of pride. Where he
thought he’d been on top of his game, that room and what had
happened knocked him down a peg or two.

Prior to that day, he’d been so confident in
his abilities to defend himself and others, no matter what. Thought
that growing up in a family with a handful of brothers taught him
enough. Thought that all those schoolyard fights had given him
enough know-it-all to make his way through the academy without
drawing too much attention to himself.

He’d been horribly wrong.

That lesson taught him he wasn’t invisible.
He would not be handed anything, and he had to work to achieve what
he wanted. That for every one of him, there’d be three times as
many trying to take him down. All things he already knew, but that
day in that room, the reinstated message was clear.

In his current place, only God knew where,
he eyed the battered wooden door. If he had any motivation, he’d
get up and bust down what looked to be a door toddlers built with
two-by-fours. But as it stood, he had no energy, barely enough to
take in the ragged, dusty air into his lungs. None to fight back
anymore, not even enough to put an end to this horrid existence
he’d found himself in. He closed his eyes, and his body sagged
against the warm, hard brick again. Even in the darkness, his
vision swam. His body pitched and rolled in time with his stomach
as if he were on a cruise ship at sea during a storm. The meager
excuse of food he’d been given earlier threatened to make its
appearance.

Food.

God, how long since he’d had something of
nutrition? Not simply bread and broth. He’d kill for a steak,
French fries, corn on the cob…

His stomach growled, the sound like a lion’s
roar in the silence. It bounced off the walls and pushed through
his head, causing the dizziness to get worse.

Warm butter dripped off the corn, running in
rivulets between kernels as if seeking its way through trenches of
the streams he and his brothers used to play in back home. Steamed
fries kissed with spices. The scent embedded its way into his
nostrils. A perfect cut of steak, a porterhouse. The outside seared
long enough to keep things red on the inside. His mouth watered.
Matt lifted the blade of his steak knife and cut into the meat.
Juices leaked out, the pink stain thickening before his eyes. Blood
seeped its way across the plate, invading the fries, the corn…

Blood.

Open your eyes, you spineless coward.

Matt snapped his teeth together, the sound
banging through his head and causing the dull ache to pulse in
response. He winced and opened his eyes, testing the waters,
waiting, and praying this was all a dream.

No fucking luck.

Damn it.

The lone light bulb, that insulting glass
piece, still hung in the center of his cell, bringing him back to a
painful reality. It taunted him, always on, keeping his
surroundings illuminated. He could do without seeing the scorpions
crawl across the floor, the dark iron stains standing out in stark
contrast to the terracotta-colored cement.

Those stains. They spoke volumes of what had
occurred in this room before him.

Don’t get him started on the rats hanging
around. Those fuckers would make a New York City rat run for
cover.

“Matt?” a weak, questioning sound came
through the wall.

He groaned and closed his eyes again,
wishing himself anywhere but here. She did this. This all
had to be connected to her. Logically, there was more to consider.
Of course, there was. She was locked up too, or appeared to be.

He frowned.

Couldn’t focus. Couldn’t think straight.

They’d hardly let him sleep, playing the
music so damn loud. He’d been trained in the art of interrogation
and knew everything being done was a part of breaking him down to
his most vulnerable. Making him weak. And even then, there was more
that could be done. To him. Her.

If she really was a victim in all of
this…

He tried to get his brain together but
struggled to form coherent thoughts.

All her fault.

Right? Right?

She had to be tricking him. Wanted to get
something out of him.

What was it again?

“Agent… Matt, please. Answer me.” Her gentle
sob almost broke his heart. She sounded so genuine, so frightened,
and so real.

It was all a game, though. Had to be. She’d
set him up on purpose.

She carried those drugs in, distracted him
with her words, her looks. Her body.

He groaned and turned his face away from the
sound of her heart-wrenching sobs. The room spun again despite him
already being horizontal. He fought against some invisible force as
the movement threatened to topple him over to his back again.

He shifted. On his front. He couldn’t
decide.

So damn hungry, thirsty. Heat sweltered in
the air, wrapping around him in a thick blanket he didn’t need. His
face slammed into the dirt floor, and white spots danced behind his
closed lids. Pain burst from his nose. Matt coughed and choked as
the inhale brought sand into his mouth with a straight path to his
lungs.

Fucking great.

He dug his toes in the ground and attempted
to push himself toward the silver bowl sitting to the side of the
door. It was a gift after day three, when he’d attacked the third
guard to come into his room. He’d fought so damn hard,
understanding if he hadn’t given his all, he’d never leave this
godforsaken hellhole. He’d gripped the guard’s arm, heard a snap,
and felt something break beneath his hands before it was lights out
again.

The guards had learned when to come into the
room. Not that he did much nowadays, in his current condition.

He tried to focus again.

Flies hovered above the bowl and the word
Fido blurred.

Sadistic assholes.

A sweet, panicked voice pitched through the
wall, her screams calling to some protective instinct deep inside
him. He lifted his hand, the movement feeling as if he were bogged
down with cement blocks. The door snapped open and sent the bowl
scattering across the floor, precious drops of water sinking into
the sand and concrete as if it never existed.

“No!”

Matt rolled to his back as the shout took
the last of his energy and found himself staring into a pair of
soulless night eyes before darkness claimed him again.

****

Shards of what felt like cold glass slammed
across his face, spilling down his chest. He came awake with a
gasp. Matt lifted his head, and the room spun—not this shit
again—as he tried like hell to focus.

A dark-haired man tossed the bucket against
another brick wall, then leaned down, his smile holding an ugly
twist as if he expected something.

“You think to get away so easy,
puto?”

The only response Matt could give was a
pathetic groan.

Nice, dude. Want to hand over your man-card
now?

A blow landed across his cheek, and his head
slammed to the side. His ears rang as if he was attending his baby
brother’s trumpet lesson. Baby brother? Luke wouldn’t find that
reference amusing at all, seeing as those lessons had been ten
years ago, and the man was now in his late twenties. But at least
it distracted Matt for a few precious moments.

Liquid dripped on his upper lip, and as his
head rolled, the bright spatter of crimson splayed across his
chest. If he had any energy, he would have shown surprise he had
any liquid inside him at all. As it was, his lips were cracked, his
mouth dry as cotton, and his skin looked as if he’d aged twenty
years overnight.

Fingers wrapped in his hair and yanked his
head back to meet the same pair of soulless eyes from earlier,
except now, they held a harsh squint and begged for trouble.

“Suficiente, Jose. Enough.”

Jose looked over his shoulder. Rapid
Spanish, too quick for Matt to understand, bounced between the two.
As the conversation went on, all he could understand was the anger
rising, the tension spreading through the air. Voices rose in
crescendo. The fingers tightening in his hair didn’t fail his
notice, either.

As abrupt as his wake-up call had been, the
conversation ceased, and Jose stepped away with a scowl. Matt’s
head bobbed like a buoy in the ocean before it came to rest on his
shoulder. An older gentleman pulled up a chair and sat in front of
him. The man’s dark hair carried sprinkles of gray above his ears,
eyes so blue Matt swore he could see the ocean’s floor. Impeccably
dressed, the three-piece charcoal suit stood out worse than a
Dallas Cowboy cheerleader at a funeral.

“Agent Gonzalez,” the man began.

Ah hell, they know my name.

“It seems you and I have some business to
discuss.”

“Who—” Matt choked on the dryness in his
mouth. The cough spread through his chest with a dry, hacking
sound. To his ears, it was thunderous, horrible, and disgustingly
wrong. For what seemed like hours, he coughed until his chest
ached, feeling as if his lungs would be the next to come up.

“Excuse my rudeness, Agent. I seem to have
forgotten my manners.” The man lifted a hand and snapped fingers
over his head. Shuffling ensued in the background. “Let me
introduce myself. My name is Antonio Ruben Cardalas Gonzalez, the
third.”

A plate slid on a table in front of him, and
a glass of water came within inches of his face. Condensation
dripped along the side of the cup, and his eyes practically bulged
out of his head. Matt tried to lift his hand but failed, wanting to
curse his weakness. It was as if cocaine had been placed in front
of a recovering drug addict who’d been tied down. He smacked his
lips and grunted.

Antonio reached for the glass and leaned
forward to set the cup to Matt’s lips. Water rushed into his mouth,
cool like a spring day in New York. He took greedy gulps and
followed forward as the glass was removed.

“No.”

“You must slow down, my friend. We wouldn’t
want you to be sick.”

Matt lifted his hands and rested them on the
table. Even that infinitesimal movement left him in a state of
exhaustion. Someone settled the glass between his hands, and he
fumbled for it before they plopped a straw inside. He lifted his
questioning gaze up to Antonio, who smiled in response and gestured
to the table.

“Please, eat and drink your fill. Then we’ll
discuss business.”

Matt’s head lolled, and he took in the
plate. Atop the plastic material sat a steak brimming with juices,
red oozing out from the sides—just how he liked it. There was also
mashed potatoes, beans, rice.

Carb heaven.

And like the dog they made him to be, he dug
in using his hands. Picking up the steak, he gnawed at it, biting
out big chunks of meat, barely chewing it, and hardly tasting
before swallowing the pieces whole. Never had food tasted so good.
Stronger, by the hair of a Barbie at least, he reached over and
gulped the water like the lake that had dried up in California, if
it still existed. Folsom Lake or something like that. He remembered
watching a newscast on it as they’d found a missing plane from
years before.

His mind struggled to keep up with his
thoughts, to put them in order.

All the while, Antonio watched him with a
slight smirk. He sat in a
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