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When DEA agent Beth Thomson recruits ex-soldier Armando Torres as an undercover agent, she knows she has hit the jackpot.

He will infiltrate ‘Los Zetas’, one of Mexico’s deadliest cartels, and expose their drug-running into the USA. In turn, she promises to turn a blind eye to him finding and killing the rival cartel member who shot his best friend. Beth is good at overlooking the gruesome details of her job; her focus is the bigger picture – nailing ‘El Escorpion’, the mysterious and most-wanted leader of the ‘Los Treintas’ gang.

Torres soon climbs the cartel ladder, and has the tattoo markings to prove his loyalty. So when a secret meet with Beth goes wrong, his cover is strong enough for him to save her from his fellow gang members. His silence hints at the horrors he has performed to get him where he is, and his brutality and strength both scare and arouse Beth simultaneously. The heat between them is unprofessional and yet undeniable. But has he gone rogue? Can Beth trust him to put her mission before his own revenge? And can she trust herself with him?
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is originally from California, but moved to Scotland to enrol in the PhD programme in Educational Research at the University of Edinburgh. Four days after she arrived, she met her husband, who persuaded her it would be more fun to get married than to write a thesis. After the birth of her daughter she decided it was time to go back to school, but soon she discovered all she wanted to write was romance novels. She admitted her literary proclivities to her husband, who promptly bought her a laptop and told her to start writing her book.
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Chapter One

Beth Thomson forced herself to open her eyes. Hot pressure burned behind her lids. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and reminded herself that crying would only excite them. She could pretend to be brave. She wouldn’t show fear. The only thing she could control was her reactions. There would be no screaming, no tears. If this was the way her life was going to end, she was not going to give these men the pleasure of knowing the terror that coursed through her. Men like this thrived on it, required it, it was the currency that funded their regime. She could only pray that the man holding her could not feel her heart’s violent assault on her ribs. Her heart was one thing she could not control. She tried but it refused to listen to her commands to slow: stupid heart.

She took a slow deep breath, conscious of the cold blade held against her throat. Her eyes darted around the hotel room; there was nowhere to go, no escape. Even if there weren’t four of them, she was on the 15th floor. Even in her panicked state, she knew she stood a better chance against four gang members than the concrete 100 feet below.

She needed to think.

She could get out of this. She just needed to be compliant. It went against everything in her to ignore the reflex to fight back. Her training had taught her to fight, but common sense and self-preservation told her this was not a fight she would win. There was no doubt they were armed and she wasn’t. As a precaution she had come to the meeting unarmed and carrying no ID that would link her to the DEA. Her captor leaned in until his nose brushed the side of her face “Hueles bien,” he smirked, exposing a chipped front tooth. Ironic that he was commenting on how good she smelled when the only thing she could smell were the stale cigarettes that clung to his breath. She recognised him from his mug shot: Salvador Flores. Unfortunately for her, she also knew every crime he had ever been convicted or suspected of, and the list was long…and gruesome. Even among the ranks of a notorious drug cartel, Flores stood out as particularly savage.

She did not recognise the others, which meant they were not in the system, probably because they were too young. Los Zetas preferred their recruits young as they were more compliant and fearless and their moral compass could be pointed any way the Zetas needed.

Beth studied all their features, mentally noting heights and weights, every scar, every tattoo. If she survived this she was determined to be able to identify them later.

Flores ran a tattooed hand up her side, settling on her breast.“Pequeno pero agradable,” he hissed against her ear. When he spoke she could see the missing incisors; a testament to his training with the gang. He had joined Los Zetas as a boy, only 13, and like all young Zetas, or Zetilla, his initiation was murdering someone at point-blank range. And then his real training began: by enduring torture so he would know how to torture. In this case, his incisors had been pulled out. It was hard to say what else had been done. Beth had seen cases where Zetillas had had their nails removed one at a time. Others were burned. It was a brutal coming of age for any young man but the results spoke for themselves; the Zetas wanted killing machines and that is what their system produced.

His words were met with laughter from the other three men, each one staring at her like a vulture eying a dying animal, biding their time, ready to swoop in. Beth’s back straightened but she did not push his hand away and she didn’t let on that she knew he was talking about her breasts being small. She bit the side of her mouth to keep herself from giving away any clue that she understood them. Her Spanish was fluent, but it was in her interest that they didn’t know that. She wanted them to think she was just a silly girl in the wrong place at the wrong time. If they found out she was a DEA agent, she would be better off dead.

“Quien es el primero?” Flores asked, but the question was rhetorical as it was clear he intended to be first. He was the leader here. Beth clenched her hands together until her nails bit into the soft flesh of her palms. No matter what happened she would get through this alive. She had a chance if she could get him alone. She needed him to take her through to the bedroom. If she could get him alone she had a chance. More than a chance. She could get through this. She would not let them take her from the hotel. She had seen too many files with women kidnapped by cartels and given as gifts.

That was not going to be her.

Flores grabbed her chin and pulled her face to his and pressed his lips to hers. She couldn’t stop herself clamping her mouth shut. His response was to grab a fist of her hair and violently jerk her head back.

Again the room exploded in coarse laughter. His mouth came at her again, this time she allowed her eyes to close. She needed the small escape. His hands bit into her hips as he pulled her against him. This time she offered no resistance. She could get through this. She had to. A picture of her mom and sister came to the front of her mind but she pushed it away as quickly as it appeared. She could not think of them right now, how much she needed them, how much they needed her. Right now she had to put all of her energy into getting away.

“Es mia.” She’s mine a low voice hissed from the doorway, the harsh tone like acid, burning through the room.

At that moment everything stopped.

Flores’ hands dropped from Beth as his head shot in the direction of the threat.

Torres. He was here.

Beth’s heart stopped in her chest. For a painful suspended moment, her blood stopped in her veins, stagnating in its course. And then a staccato beat began hammering against her ribs. There was an audible gasp. She could not be certain but she thought it was from her. When he had not shown up for their meeting, she assumed she would never see him again. No, that was a lie; she’d assumed it before then. She was always on borrowed time with Torres; once he got what he wanted, he would be gone. Lucky for her, he didn’t have it yet.

Torres crossed the room in long strides, the men parting to make a path. His head was shaved now, only a dark shadow gave the impression of hair. He looked bigger than when she had seen him last and more menacing than the photo in his file. He was six foot tall, but he looked bigger, his presence sucked the oxygen from the room. In a room full of armed gang members, at least one with a rap sheet longer than his arm, Torres still succeeded in looking like the most dangerous one of all, hell, the most dangerous man Beth had ever seen. His features were raw and brutal; even his full lips did not soften his face. Everything about him was hard and cold. Large biceps strained under his white T-shirt. His skin was darker now too, a dark bronze that was more to do with the sun than his Mexican heritage.

In second he was beside her. Powerful arms encircled her. “Hola, Mami.” The quintessentially Mexican greeting conveyed familiarity. She didn’t know of any other Spanish-speaking country where essentially calling a woman a small mother was considered appropriate, but Mexicans did it all the time.

When he spoke only half his mouth moved, making him look like he was smirking or snarling, or both. His eyes narrowed, seeming to convey a message just for her. He had never been this close. There were gold flecks in his dark brown eyes. They were the only thing soft about him, everything else about his appearance was brutal in its severity, crossing the line from masculine to menacing. He looked as much a nightmare as a man. He was too close. His proximity sucked the air from her chest. He still scared her, even after two years. Few things still scared her, and he was one of them.

His mouth lowered onto hers, publically claiming her as his own. Her tight joints did not loosen; her body would not accept that she was safe.

But she was.

Torres was here. There was no way these men would hurt her with him here. There was fear in their eyes when he came in the room, and deference, even from Salvador Flores. Torres was now their leader. For all the reservations she had about recruiting Torres, he had succeeded. He had not only infiltrated the cartel, he was now higher up the food chain than she could ever have hoped for. Cognitively she knew that she was safe in his hands. Despite her misgivings, she knew he would do whatever it took to get her out safe, not because he had any loyalty to her or to the Administration, but because he needed her. She was a means to an end for him as he was for her, a perfect symbiotic relationship, like a plover and a crocodile. Beth was all too aware she was the small fragile bird in this scenario, and Torres the powerful jaws of a prehistoric creature that could snap and destroy her at any minute.

But he wouldn’t. Not yet because he still needed her.

So why would her body refuse to believe she was safe? Her muscles coiled tightly, painfully rigid and aware.

His mouth left hers and trailed a path to her ear. “Pretend you are liking this or you will get us both killed,” he seethed. The anger had not left his voice, if anything it had intensified and taken root.

Her back stiffened. He had nearly been assaulted by a bunch of thugs because he had not made contact but he had the audacity to be angry with her. She was reminded again how much she disliked him, and really hated being dependent on him. That was the part she hated the most. She needed Torres.

Beth placed her hand on his broad chest; her fingers shook as they fanned out over hard muscle. His heart beat under her hand, slow and strong, unfazed by the danger that engulfed them. He was either apathetic or cooler under fire than any human should be, either way it was what made him such a good field agent. Torres did not give a shit about anyone or anything beyond his own interests.

His mouth opened on hers. She must have flinched because his hand was suddenly on hers, squeezing with a pressure that made her eyes water. It took all her focus not to cry out at the biting pain. But the message was clear: she needed to play along.

Eventually Torres pulled his head away, his eyes narrowed, warning her not to speak.

“Change of plans; we’ll leave in the morning,” Torres said. He spoke in Spanish, his heavily accented words coming quickly. In both English and Spanish he spoke like a native, an American accent in English, a Mexican accent in Spanish. His linguistic abilities had been a selling point when she recruited him; it made him a valuable asset, as did his ability as a leader. Admittedly those were both invaluable skills, but only time would tell if they were enough to offset the baggage that Torres brought with him.

From the corner of her eye Beth saw Flores nod his head. Flores was second in charge. She already knew that, but she noted it again, already writing up her report in her head. Nothing happened that wasn’t written down, documented and analysed.

Torres pulled her through the open door to the bedroom. The massive room was dominated by floor-to-ceiling patio doors that let in bright Texas light. In the centre of the room was a kingsize bed, a table on each side, one with a telephone, the other fresh cut flowers. It was picturesque, the kind of room for romantic getaways or recharging. And it was also their designated drop off.

As soon as they were through the door Torres dropped her hand like it was a lead weight. He turned to her, his glare murderous, his eyes narrowed into angry slits, making his face even harsher than she thought possible. Suddenly a boulder settled in the pit of her stomach. Her heart picked up its already frantic pace. If they weren’t on the same side, she would be terrified; as it stood, she was far from comfortable. He was too much in every way: too aggressive, too unstable, too jaded, too damaged, too hell bent on revenge.

“Do you have the—”

Torres cut her off with a raised hand. “They’re listening,” he mouthed, his lips curling around every syllable. She wondered how a single movement could contain so much anger.

He motioned her to the bathroom. Once inside he locked the door before quickly turning on the shower. The sound of the spray of water splashing against the tiles was enough to mute their voices.

“What the hell are you doing here? Are you trying to get yourself murdered or just raped?” he demanded. His low voice was laced with anger and resentment.

Beth shook her head, the fear in her replaced by her own resentment and indignation. God she hated him. He was trying to put this on her. She was many things, too many to list, but a bad agent she wasn’t. She had played by the rules here. “You said you would meet me tonight. You know the routine, if you don’t come, I’m to assume you have left me something here. And how was I to know you were going to bring the Zetas to our meeting spot?” The tautness in her muscles eased as anger spread over her.

“Check your watch, Gatita.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. Gatita. She burned to ask him why he called her little cat, was it because of her reputation in the Administration for being uptight and in the company of her cat more than men? But she was not going to show her hand yet and let him know she spoke Spanish. She would get more information on Torres if he did not know she understood everything he said. Necessity meant she relied on him, but she did not trust him. Beth looked down at her watch. “It’s midnight.”

Torres grabbed her arm and lifted it to her face. “Look again, Gatita. I still have two minutes. You were going to get yourself killed because you’re too impatient. I said I’d meet you by midnight. And I did, I was there. You weren’t. Maybe you need to rethink your career. Perhaps you can get the stick out of your ass long enough to figure something out.”

Beth’s back straightened. This was not on her. Torres was the one who compromised their position. “Yes, because I knew you would be entertaining gang members at our drop off. That was a logical conclusion.” Beth shook her head in frustration. It was all she could do to keep from screaming at him. “And as for the stick in my ass, you had better pray I keep it there, or I will use it to beat you within an inch of your life.” She was properly angry now, angrier than she had been in a long time. Her hands twitched with the rage. She had never had the desire to hit another person, but now she was consumed with the desire to punch him square in the jaw. It was a combination of the unspent adrenaline racing through her body and indignation about having her abilities questioned.

Torres surprised her by smiling, not a real smile, only half his mouth curled into a smirk, but still it was in the smile family. His face changed with the small action, softening just enough for him to look human. “You didn’t think I would come. Trust issues, Mami? Is it all men or just me? Did daddy leave you or did a man do you wrong?”

Beth shook her head in exasperation. Again he was trying to make this about her, her failure, her shortcomings. This was about him. “We both know you will be gone as soon as you find the man who murdered Moses Archila. It’s only a matter of time before you don’t show up.”

The muscles in Torres’ jaw tightened at the mention of his best friend’s name. He did not bother denying what they both knew: his tenure with the DEA would be over as soon as he hunted down Archila’s killer. She just hoped she was able to get what she needed from him before then.

“Any word on El Escorpion?” Beth asked hopefully, remembering why she was there.

A terse shake of his head was his response.

Beth let out a stream of air. She didn’t expect him to have anything but she always hoped. The entire Administration was hunting for the head of Los Treintas and so far there were more verified sighting of the Loch Ness Monster than their elusive leader. “Eye witness” reports had him ranging in height between five feet and six foot six. Some people said he had straight black hair, others reported curly brown. Some said he was covered in tattoos, other people reported a single scorpion tattooed between the thumb and index finger of his left hand. One report said he was a married father of eight, though she took that one with a pinch of salt because it came from a prison informant desperate to cut a deal. It was like chasing a ghost, and the fact that no one could say for certain what he looked like, let alone knew his real name, only complicated things further. What the DEA knew about the man called El Escorpion fitted comfortably on a single page of paper: he was the leader of one of the most dangerous and heavily armed narco-terrorist groups to come out of Latin America. All details beyond that were speculation.

“Last I heard he was in Sinaloa.”

Beth nodded. She had heard the same thing, but again it had come from a prison informant, and it needed verifying. Not that knowing El Escorpion was or may be in Sinaloa narrowed it down enough to be of any use. Sinaloa was a large state. She could not exactly fly down to Mexico and start knocking on doors.

A sudden thought crossed her mind. Her pulse picked up again. “We need him alive,” Beth blurted out. “We both know he ordered the hit on Archila but you can’t kill him. Do you understand?” She had worked too long and too hard to not get El Escorpion. She could not deny that Torres would get a pass on almost anything he did undercover. There was no doubt in her mind that if Torres found Archila’s killer before she did, the man would be dead. And the case would be forgotten before the body was cold. She would make sure of it. But she needed El Escorpion alive.

Torres’ eyes narrowed, staring through her. There was no emotion on his face save for the simmering cold anger that he always wore.

“Tell me that you know that. Tell me if you find him, you’ll bring him in safe.”

His lip curled again into a facsimile of a smile. “You assume I’ll kill him. But you also assume I’ll tell you the truth about it.” She had forgotten how deep his voice was, like the slow plucked strings of a bass. Had there ever been any warmth in his tone, it would not have been a stretch to call it melodic. His eyes were dark now, the irises consuming any illusion of colour. She had never met anyone else whose physical presence made the hairs on the back of hair stand taut, and that was saying a lot. Beth was often in the company of felons. She could walk into any prison in Texas and not feel as unsettled as she did when she was with Torres.

“That’s not an answer. I know this is all about avenging Archila but you need to see the big picture. This isn’t just a squabble between warring cartels. This is national security. El Escorpion is wanted for arms dealing. You get that, right? He is supplying terrorists. If we don’t get him there will be thousands of other Archilas.” She tried to appeal to him in a language he understood; as an ex-Marine, Torres knew better than most the exact price of the war on terror.

She had been so proud of herself when she recruited Torres, and not just because he was such a valuable asset: she was proud of herself for facing him.

Torres shrugged his shoulders. “Well you’d better catch him.” He left the words “before I do” unsaid, but they were there, hanging between then, palpable.

Beth shook her head. She would find him. She quickly changed the subject. “How are you for money?”

“Good. I—”

Beth cut him off with a raised hand. “Don’t tell me. I just need to know you have enough. I don’t need to be an accessory after the fact.” The Administration had not given Torres money in months. They both knew that any money he had now had not been obtained by legal means and Beth liked to ignore the many less than savoury aspects of her job. Most the time she could if she focused on the big picture and did not let herself think too long about things.

Again Torres shrugged. “Your rules, Gatita.”

Beth flinched again at the cat reference. She really wasn’t the pathetic lovelorn shrew people thought she was, or maybe she was, either way she did not appreciate having it thrown in her face. Not that she cared what Torres thought.

But her pride niggled away at her like a feral cat clawing at her stomach. Was it so unbelievable to imagine Beth Thomson in a relationship? She wasn’t hideously deformed or unhygienic. And when she tried she could almost pass as charming.

Beth tapped her foot against the terracotta tiles of the bathroom floor. “Are we done here, because I really need to get back to my…boyfriend.” The word caught in her throat, barely making it past her dry lips. It wasn’t a lie; she was dating someone…she just would not characterise him as a boyfriend yet. Maybe at some point she would but it was too soon to tell…and she was not going to share that with Torres. God she just wanted to get home to her house. And, yes, her cat.

“Sorry to interrupt your quality time with your…boyfriend. Is that why you came? To tell me about your sex life? Must be pretty fantastic if you’re willing to get us both killed.” His tone changed when he said “boyfriend” but it was hard to tell if he was mocking her because his face remained blank. If there was any emotion behind his dark eyes, he hid it well. She wondered if he learned that in the military or if it had been a gift from Los Zetas. She did not let herself think about the things he must have seen undercover. And the things he must have done…

“No I didn’t come here to talk about my boyfriend – about Neil.” Beth stopped and cleared her throat. She had come to tell him about Archila’s murderer. She glanced to the door, fully aware that Flores and his three associates were still there. Once Beth gave up her information, there was no need for Torres to protect her. Trust did not come easily to her, and he had done nothing yet to earn it. “I came to see if you had any more information on El Escorpion, but you don’t so I will go. We need to change our meeting place. I’ll pick somewhere along I35—”

Beth reached for the door handle but Torres stopped her by placing his large frame between her and the door. His eyes were darker than before. There was emotion there now, but not a welcome one. His demeanour had changed in an instant going from indifferent to alert, like a cheetah ready to pounce.

“You’re leaving after five minutes? Didn’t think that one through did ya, Gatita? I just told four gang members that you are my woman and you expect them to think five minutes would be enough time to get…reacquainted? I’ve been with them two years and they have never seen me with a woman. You’re gonna need to fake it a bit longer than that.”

A hot flush crept up Beth’s neck, settling high on her cheeks, burning as the blood rose to the surface of her skin. The way his lips curled around each syllable made her stomach do a flip, especially when he said “my woman”. Beth had no doubt that a plethora of woman had filled that role over the years. Some women probably got off on the fear. What was it about women and bad boys? She had a name for those women: stupid. Bad boys were just that, bad. People don’t change. If you date a bad boy, you end up with a bad boyfriend, and then a bad husband, and then a bad father for your children, simple as that.

Though she could see how women could forget themselves with him. Her gaze drifted to the white cotton fabric that strained to cover the expanse of his biceps. Beth was fairly certain she could smell testosterone under the clean scent of aftershave. Once she got past the fact that his physical presence was completely terrifying, she could see in an objective way why women found him attractive, there was something primal about him. And the taut muscles that sculpted his body didn’t hurt either.

Beth cleared her throat, remembering where she was. “Right…of course. We should give it some time…” Beth looked down lamely at her watch but her eyes did not register the numbers. She cleared her throat again. It had been a long day. “Um…how long exactly were you thinking?”

If she wasn’t mistaken, Beth saw a flash of a smile crack over his full lips. It was hard to tell because it was gone so quickly, and the curve of his lips made it look as much like a snarl as a grin.

“I don’t know, Gatita. How long does it take with Neil?”

Beth let out a sharp breath. The mention of Neil in the context of sex temporarily put her on the back foot. She had not had sex with Neil yet but she was not about to tell Torres that. It would mean explaining that she hadn’t gotten around to sleeping with Neil because she fully expected it to be another lacklustre sexual experience. She was putting it off so she could pretend a little bit longer this would be the guy who made her see stars. “Um…you know, I don’t know, the normal amount of time. Now let’s go. I need a drink from the minibar.” Beth tried to push past him, but the wall of muscle that was Torres’ body did not budge.

“No, I don’t know. It’s been a while. Remind me how long sex should take.”

Beth dropped her hands to her sides and forced herself to look Torres directly in the eye. His mouth was not smiling but his dark eyes certainly were. The sides crinkled in amusement. He found her amusing. Her sex life amused him. She forced a confidence into her tone she did not feel. “Thirty minutes should be adequate if everyone knows what they are doing.” Yep, thirty minutes was usually enough time for her to realise it wasn’t working for her. Half an hour was how long it took for the guy to stop trying.

Torres nodded his dark head. “OK then. Showtime,” Torres said and then turned off the water. “Let’s see what you’re made of.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed in question, but the only answer she got was a quick flash of a smile. Like before, his lips curled up so it looked more like an act of aggression than a smile, but this time she could see his teeth, two perfectly straight rows of white. Clearly any initiation he endured had not involved having his teeth pulled, which must have been a relief for him because he really did have nice teeth. She wondered if he had had braces and then she wondered why she cared.

“Ready?” Torres asked but he did not wait for an answer. He opened the bathroom door, kicked off his shoes and pulled back the duvet on the bed. “We’d better make this believable.” He gave her a warning glance so menacing that it shot a bolt of fear down her spine. Her hands were suddenly wet and her mouth dry. What was he doing?

“Right side or left?” Torres asked but he was already making his way toward the far side of the room.

Beth glanced at the chair in the corner. She expected to spend the next thirty minutes drinking cocktails made from minuscule bottles of overpriced alcohol. Clearly Torres had other plans.

Beth raised her hand in protest but before she could say anything Torres smiled. He was teasing her. Her brain could not make room for the new information. In the long list of characteristics she attributed to Torres, playful was not one of them. He was cold and calculating and lethal when he needed to be. He wasn’t…whatever this was.

“Just play along. You know what they’re expecting. Make them think that you are in here having the time of your life.” The crinkles around his eyes deepened, it was almost like he was smiling but his mouth had forgotten to play its part.

Beth cleared her throat again. “Can’t we just go out in half an hour…maybe high five Flores and then let me go?”

Torres shook his head. “They have not seen me with a woman. It’s going to take more than half an hour to make up for two years of celibacy.”

Beth bit her cheek to stop from asking if it had really been that long since he had been with a woman. It was none of her business. And she didn’t care. “How much time would it take to make up for two years?” she asked instead when her curiosity would not be abated.

A slight smile tugged at his lips. “Why, is there somewhere you need to be?”

Again she forced herself to look him in the eyes. Lucky for her she was a good liar. “As a matter of fact I do. So the thirty minutes starts now.”

This time he rewarded her with a genuine smile. “Well if we only have thirty minutes, we’d better make it one hell of a half hour.” Torres folded the floral cover and laid it across a stool at the foot of the bed before he stretched out. He looked completely relaxed like a lion lying down for his afternoon nap, or like a crocodile ready to snap the bones of a small bird and devour its tattered carcass.

Beth suddenly thought of Torres having sex, no doubt he could accomplish a lot in a half an hour. She sat down on the bed. “Has it really been two years?” She could not stop herself from asking. The question was rude and entirely unprofessional but she was curious.

Torres nodded but did not elaborate.

Beth’s eyes narrowed as her gaze moved over his solid form. Their contact had been limited since Beth had recruited him just shy of two years ago. They met up every eight weeks or so to touch base, but other than their initial meeting and the time she had trained him, their conversations had been brief and to the point. They did not have much to say to one another beyond work, but thirty minutes would pass more quickly if they weren’t just staring at one another. She tried to think of another question to ask him, anything to pass the time, but her mind was mercilessly blank. Well that wasn’t true exactly, she could think of several follow-up questions about his sex life but she wasn’t about to ask those.

Beth tapped her fingers against the scratchy cotton sheet. “So,” she began lamely. “How have you been?” She whispered so as not to be heard through the thin walls. She could tell by the coarse laughter that Flores and his partners in crime were still in the other room. She remembered she needed to ask Torres the names of his associates, though she doubted they would get her any closer to El Escorpion, and the elusive leader was all she cared about. Everything else was detail, and Beth didn’t do details unless they served her.

Torres opened his eyes but did not look at her. “How have I been?” He shook his dark head. “I thought you wanted credible deniability.”

“Yes – I mean no – I mean how are you other than anything that pertains to criminality?” The question sounded stupid even to her. Apparently she had forgotten how to make small talk.

“Other than being the head of a Sicario and being personally responsible for bringing 100 kilos a month of cocaine and marijuana into Laredo every month, I’m great. How are you, Beth?” Torres turned and looked at her, pinning her in place with his dark eyes.

A bolt of ice ran the length of her spine. There was a caustic sadness in his deep voice, it was tinged with a deep regret. She never really stopped to think how Torres was handling things his end; her focus was always on dismantling Los Treintas. Everything beyond that was filed with the other minutiae of her life, somewhere deep in the recesses of her mind. Beth liked to think of her work in abstract nebulous terms, because the reality of it was quite ugly. Sometimes what they had to do was amoral and illegal but it was also necessary, it served a greater good.

But sometimes she remembered that the names in reports were people. Those were the moments she hated her job, but they were also the moments that reminded her why someone needed to do it.

Torres did not have the luxury of distancing himself; he was part of a Sicario, a hit-man squad. She would never ask for details because she did not need to know and selfishly she did not want to know, those were details that she didn’t let exist.

“You know I…I mean all of us appreciate your sacrifices. We couldn’t do it without you.” It wasn’t a platitude; it was the truth. If she never had contact with Torres again after tonight, which is what she suspected, he still would have been one of the best assets the Administration had ever had. They now knew the exact route drugs were entering the US in Texas and California and they had identified six border patrol agents on the Zetas’ payroll. Once Torres was out of the field they could act on the information and in the long run the country would be safer because of his service. “You have done Archila proud.”

Torres sat up. “Don’t. I’m already whoring myself for the cause. Don’t make it worse. It must be so nice for you, not needing to bother yourself with details.” He ran a hand over his smooth head. She could tell there was more he wanted to say but something stopped him. A stab of guilt pierced her gut. Not for the first time she felt the twinge of a conscience asking if she was taking advantage of him. It would be incredible for anyone to think that of the powerful man in front of her, but she had read his file. She knew every gruesome detail that led him to this point, and she had used it all against him, manipulated him into joining the DEA. She appealed to his honour and his need for revenge. She had been calculating and mercenary, and she would do it again in a minute but it still didn’t make it any less of a dick move.

“I’m sorry,” Beth whispered.

Torres was quiet for a long time. “Me too.” His voice was so low she would have not known what he had said had she not been looking at him.

He glanced down at his watch and sighed. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger before he said, “Time to make it convincing. Show me your acting skills, Gatita.”

Beth raised a brow in question.

“We’re having sex not studying in a library. Make some noise, Beth.”

Beth shook her head.

Torres smiled and then rocked the bed back and forth in a slow cadence, the headboard hitting the wall at a steady pace. “Now,” he said in a tone that warned her not to argue with him. She doubted anyone argued with him…about anything…but no, she was not going to make any noises. “No,” she mouthed.

“Now. I have to deal with these people. Just do it,” he said and she knew this was an argument she would not win. She reminded herself she didn’t care what Torres thought of her.

Beth took a deep breath. Her heart pounded against her ribs. She closed her eyes and let out a small moan, it was a pathetic sound, something like a cat meowing.

She opened her eyes to find Torres staring at her with a combination of amusement and disbelief. “What was that?” he mouthed.

A rush of hot blood crept up her neck. “You said to make noise. I made a noise.” She tried to ignore the embarrassment that was stretching its fingers around her neck.

Torres shook his head. His eyes were smiling again. “I didn’t think I needed to specify a sex noise. You have had sex before right, Beth?”

“Yes!” she shouted a bit too forcefully. Of course she had had sex. Many times. Did he think there was no one who would sleep with the pathetic cat lady?

Torres bit back a laugh. “Attagirl. That’s what I’m talking about. Give it more of that and we’re golden.”

He was teasing her again. She really wished he would stop doing that. She could just about come to terms with the terrifying Torres, the teasing version was a step too far. “Why can’t you make the noise? I don’t see why I am the one who has to make an ass of myself.”

“Because if we were really having sex, my mouth would be otherwise occupied.”

Beth’s eyes widened as she realised what he was saying.

Torres smiled again. “Try again. This time more passion, less wounded animal.”

Beth shook her head. He had to be kidding her. This was definitely not in her job description. She needed a new job…or a raise. She took another deep breath and let out a moan. This time it was lower, a guttural sound that surprised her, it wasn’t anything that resembled sensual…unless a mooing cow was your thing. God she was pathetic. She wouldn’t believe anyone would willingly sleep with her after that effort.

She opened her eyes to find Torres staring at her in disbelief. “Seriously? That is the sound you make in bed? Your poor neighbours.”

“No that is not the sound I make in bed. And screw you.” Beth’s cheeks burned. Too bad punching wasn’t a sound usually associated with sex because she would gladly smack Torres in his smirking mouth.

Torres nodded in a patronising way. “What sound do you make?”

“Screw you, Torres.,” Beth said again, barely remembering to whisper. She clutched her hands into tight balls. So much for shaking the pathetic cat lady image.

“Oh…I see,” Torres said almost apologetically.

Beth’s head snapped round. “What?!” she demanded. “What exactly do you see?”

“It’s fine, Beth. You don’t have to be embarrassed. I mean I think your boyfriend should be embarrassed—”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’ve never had an orgasm. Nothing to be ashamed of, you just need to pick better men to share your bed with,” he said with a confidence that left no question about the satisfaction he provided his partners.

“Don’t be an ass. I’ve had orgasms, plenty of them, thank you very much. Just quiet ones. So again, Torres, just…screw you.” Beth threw up her hands in exasperation.

Torres smiled again. “I see, the well-known silent orgasm. Like the kind of orgasms you have by yourself. Those are fun too.” He was staring at her again, in a way she could feel. Heat from his stare pricked her skin.

Beth’s cheeks burned as her embarrassment turned to mortification. She could not believe she was having this conversation. She opened her mouth to explain that it was possible to have thoroughly enjoyable yet relatively quiet sex but then she realised she didn’t have to justify herself to anyone.

A long silence followed. She wished he would stop looking at her so intently. It was like he was studying her, taking in every small action. She felt scrutinised and judged, and the long gaps in conversation made her eager to speak, just to fill them. Therapists did the same thing; they would leave long pauses to force the client to talk more to ease the uncomfortable silence. He was doing it on purpose, to back-foot her. Clever, but it wasn’t going to work on her. She had already told him more than enough about herself. She liked a very clear line between her work and social life. “Just screw you, Torres,” she mumbled.

“To be fair, if you were screwing me, you wouldn’t have this problem.” His voice was thick and low, his face impenetrable as always. He was teasing her again. He was, wasn’t he? He was still looking at her intently, why she could not begin to fathom, she knew first-hand that she really wasn’t that interesting.

Beth shifted on the bed. Her palms were suddenly slick. It was hot in here; hotter than it should be for Texas in April. God she needed a drink, something strong that would make her forget this particular exchange. “We’re done with this conversation. Don’t forget I’m your superior.” Beth reached into the minibar and grabbed a small bottle of single malt scotch and a can of 7 Up. She poured the contents into a glass before swirling it round. She would have preferred a nice mojito or a lemon drop, but this would have to do.

Torres’ mouth curved into a smirk. “Do you feel superior right now, Beth?”

Beth let out a stream of air. Now he even sounded like a therapist. Now that she knew the game, she could beat him at it. “I feel tired and annoyed right now. How do you feel, Torres?” She asked with a saccharin sweetness that did little to conceal her sarcasm.

Torres shrugged his shoulders. “Actually I feel better than I have in a long time. It’s been awhile since I laughed. Thanks for that.”

“So glad I could be of some service,” Beth said before she threw back her head and downed the contents of her glass. She reached in the refrigerator and made herself another drink. “Do you want anything? Uncle Sam is paying tonight.”

Torres shook his head. “No thanks. I don’t drink.”

Beth turned to face him. “Like ever?” Why didn’t she know that about him?

He nodded.

Great. He didn’t drink. In her experience the only men who did not drink were recovering alcoholics. She would add that to the list of things about Torres that made fieldwork especially dangerous, an alcoholic, most likely suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, hell bent on revenge. How could that possibly go wrong? “Well I’ll have your share then.” Beth took another drink. “Geez, when are they going to go home?” Beth pointed to the door. As if on cue, there was another burst of laughter from the other side of the door.

“They’re nocturnal. It could be a while.”

“Great. Should we pretend to have sex again? That passed the time nicely.” Beth finished her second drink before she moaned. “Oh Torres, that’s right. Just like that.”

Torres stood up. “That’s better, but who shouts someone’s last name? You’re a freaky little thing, Gatita.” His eyes were smiling again.

Beth’s eyes narrowed. Torres’ first name. She could not remember ever using it, or even seeing it written down. Of course she must have, it would be in his file along with his social security number, his life history, and the results of his psychometric tests. She knew for a fact he lied on those tests because his answers were too perfect, too normal. He was smart enough to cover up his crazy but she still saw it. She had his number, this man, this — Torres. Christ, if she could remember his first name. “Is it Miguel? No that isn’t right. Santiago?” She scrunched up her nose as she tried to remember his name.

“Armando,” he said finally.

“Armando? Are you sure?” Beth asked dubiously.

Torres nodded.

“Armando,” she said again trying the name on for size. “Armando.” She tongue-rolled over the R in exaggeration. “Armando Torres. Was your mother hoping you would star in a telenovela?”

“I think she was hoping I would do anything other than run drugs for Los Zetas.”

“Well it could be worse. You could be running drugs for Los Treintas. Those are some mean sons of bitches.” Beth leaned over and poured herself a third drink. There was no whisky left so she switched to vodka and Coke. She wasn’t driving tonight and the more she drank the less she worried about making an ass of herself or about her mom. Shit, her mom, she needed to phone her sister and check on her mom. Beth glanced at her watch. It was too late, even in California, which was two hours behind. Her sister would have gone to bed by now. She would have to call in the morning, which was fine by her. It gave her another night to pretend nothing was wrong. Denial was a powerful thing.

Beth kicked off her shoes and sat back down on the bed beside Torres. God she was tired, and not just from today. She had not slept properly for over a week. Most nights she had been up until two looking up her mom’s symptoms and trying to decide which disease she was going to pray it was. None of them were great options, and they were past the point of being able to ignore it. Beth sighed. So much for alcohol helping her forget about her mom.

She closed her eyes and began to rub her temples. She had been awake too long and her head was paying the price for it now. She had ten minutes left and then she would call a cab and go home to her lovely comfy bed. No looking up symptoms tonight, just sleep.

“Beth?” Torres whispered just to make sure, but there wasn’t any need, it was fairly obvious she was sleeping. The first clue was that she had stopped talking; the second was the soft snoring. She looked slightly less agitated in her sleep, but she still had the deep furrow between her brows, which made her look like she was concentrating even in her sleep. She was always so serious, no laughs or jokes with her, always working, and frowning.

He should wake her up and take her home.

He should…but he didn’t. He could not remember the last time he had been in the company of someone he did not detest. And he didn’t hate Beth. He couldn’t quite stretch to liking her but he did not loathe her. He actually kind of enjoyed spending time with her, but to be fair he would have enjoyed any company at this point. It felt normal. Bizarrely he looked forward to their meetings. He could always depend on her for a dose of normality, a small reminder of how people were supposed to behave.

The last two years had been spent on autopilot, trying to tune out everything but finding Moses’ killer. He was no closer now than he was a year ago but every day he sank to new lows, witnessing acts of depravity he could have only imagined before. The one perk of being in charge was he rarely had to pull the trigger. It was a small consolation, but he would take it. It wasn’t like he minded killing people, but he minded that he didn’t care.

Torres studied her features and wondered how old she was. His guess would be thirty. She wasn’t a beauty by any stretch but she was pretty enough. She had dark blonde hair that fell just past her shoulders. Usually she wore it tied back in a ponytail, but today it was down. Her hair smelled of apples, which suited her: sweet and wholesome but also a little bit tart. She had just enough of an edge to her to make her interesting, but at her core she seemed like a nice person. Whenever she heard the details of a crime, she flinched a little. She always tried to cover it up, but he saw it. Even though she tried not to react, her body would betray her, if only for an instant. There was something nice about that, not that he could ever hope to explain it.

He didn’t know many nice people any more. Selfishly he wanted to be around it for a few minutes longer, it was a nice reminder that not everyone was a pathetic piece of shit out to take as much as they possibly could. He was already looking forward to their next meeting; eight weeks, that was the schedule; they met face to face every eight weeks, he called every two, never to talk, just to say he was alive.

Torres shook his head. How fucking pathetic had his life become, that he enjoyed sitting in silence with someone just because he knew she would not enjoy shooting someone in the gut and watching them bleed to death? Christ, he needed this to be done.


Chapter Two

Beth wiped her sweat-slicked hands on her jeans. Should she have worn a suit? She was here in a professional capacity representing the DEA; maybe she should have dressed more formally. Too late now, she was here.

Her phone rang. Beth fished it out of her bag and rejected the call when she saw it was her partner, presumably calling to check up on her or to gloat. Patterson thought she was wasting her time; there was no way Torres would come on board. She knew it was a long shot; she didn’t need to be reminded of that fact. And she didn’t need Patterson getting in her head. He didn’t think she could land Torres.

Absently her hand patted the file she had put together about Torres. No one could accuse her of not being prepared. She took a deep breath before she rang the doorbell. She had practised her speech with Dr. Frazer, the Administration psychologist. He had given her pointers on how to sound more genuine and, more importantly, he had taught her how to be more convincing. There was a science to manipulation, and lucky for her she was a quick study.

Beth rang the doorbell again and followed it up with a knock but still no answer. She was about to give up when she heard the screech of a power saw coming from behind the ranch-style house. She followed the noise to the back yard where she found a man, presumably Torres, bent over a table saw, pushing through a piece of wood with his bare hands.

He wore faded blue jeans, slung low over narrow hips and a T-shirt. His skin was a rich brown, the colour heightened by the contrast with his stark white shirt. She was surprised to see him working, he had only been released from the hospital 48 hours previously.

She cleared her throat to get his attention but he did not hear her over the noise of the saw. She didn’t want to startle him by calling out so she watched him silently. The muscles in his arms and back contracted as he guided the wood beneath the rotating blade.

“Mr. Torres,” Beth called when the saw went quiet.

Torres looked up. He eyed her dubiously. For a painful moment he didn’t speak and once again self-doubt pounded at her. She could hear Patterson’s voice telling her it was a lost cause. Her partner preferred getting information the old-fashioned way, from snitches and prison informants, but their information was unreliable at best. Beth knew better than most to never trust a convict.

The DEA needed someone on the inside. Someone they had trained. Someone loyal. Someone hard. Someone who could withstand the cesspool of a drug cartel and yet not be pulled under.

They needed Torres. He was perfect…at least on paper. His military career was exemplary. He would probably still be serving today if it weren’t for the IED that decimated his platoon. The military’s loss was her gain. Once she trained him, he would be a perfect asset. He already had a vested interest in bringing Los Treintas to their knees and most importantly, no one would blink at him falling into drug culture. His best friend had been killed by gang violence, just like his two brothers. Torres could easily pass as one more marginalised soul sucked under.

“I’d ask if you were lost but seeing as you know my name, I’d say you’re right where you want to be.”

Beth cleared her throat again, this time just to give herself a chance to think. “Mr. Torres?” She needed to be certain she was dealing with the right person. He looked different to the photo in his file: harder, angrier. If she saw him walking down a dimly lit road, she would cross the street to avoid him. Actually she would probably turn in the opposite direction and run.

His glance caught hers and with the small look the air deserted her lungs. She fought the urge to turn and walk away. She had not anticipated her own visceral reaction to him. In his military photo he was less frightening.

Torres put down the piece of oak he was working with. “We established who I am. Who are you?”

Beth forced her feet to stay firmly in place. She reached out her hand. “Sorry. I am Beth Thomson.”

Torres took her hand. His palms were rough. His hard calluses scraped against her smooth skin. “Well Beth Thomson, what can I do for you?”

Beth pulled her hand away and reached into her bag for her blue and gold shield.

Immediately his body language changed, his back straightened, his eyes narrowed. He gave her a hard stare that left her cold before he turned his gaze away, staring off into the open horizon.

“I saw nothing. I know nothing.” His voice was impossibly low, like a growl.

Beth shifted her weight from side to side. “Really? You didn’t see the man who shot you?”

Torres said nothing. He didn’t even bother to look at her.

“I’ve already given my statement to the police. I have nothing to add to it.”

She was losing him. She had to get him onside. She needed an emotional response from him, anything she could work with, any button she could push. “I can find him. With your help we can bring him to justice.”

Torres made a sound halfway between a laugh and a grunt.

“Justice, huh? Is that what you are offering?” His tone was mocking.

Beth stood straighter, bringing herself to her full height. It was a futile effort because Torres still towered over her but the small gesture made her feel less small, less vulnerable. “Yes. Together we can find the man that tried to kill you. We can bring him to justice.”

Half of Torres’ mouth curved into a smile. “No thanks.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. She expected him to at least hear her out before he rejected her. He was supposed to be upset when she mentioned the shooting, get choked up and then she would use that emotion against him to get him onside. But Torres’ response was far from emotional. He rejected her with the same indifference given to a salesman peddling encyclopaedias door to door. “No thanks?” she asked. “Don’t you want to hear me out?”

Torres gave his dark head a single shake.

Beth took a deep breath. She was losing him. With her foot she traced a line in the dusty ground. She didn’t lose. Nothing came easy to her, but she never lost, what she lacked in finesse she made up for in tenacity. “Giving up. I expected more from a soldier.” She held her breath and waited for his response. She expected anger.

But Torres did not respond. Half of her was relieved; physically she was outmatched. He could snap her like a twig, but he did not appear angry. He didn’t even appear interested.

Beth traced the groove her toe had created in the dirt, tracing it over and over. Time to change tactics. “As you know, the man who shot you is a member of Los Treintas. My job is to find their leader – El Escorpion.”

“Good luck with that.”

At least he looked at her, if only for a second. It was a start. “The drug trade is the tip of the iceberg for Los Treintas. They are heavily into arms dealing. They pose a grave danger to national security. As a Marine—”

Torres’ head snapped round. His gaze bore down on her. “As a Marine what?” There was no mistaking the edge to his voice. She had a hit a nerve. She took another breath to try to steady her already frayed nerves. She felt uncomfortable with him, off balance and back-footed. It didn’t make sense; Beth stared down criminals for a living. But this was different, he wasn’t a criminal…yet…but what she was proposing would take him there. Beth licked her dry lips, suddenly forgetting where she was going with this argument.

“Is this the part where you appeal to my patriotism? Maybe bring up the fact that as a son of immigrants I know better than most the importance of preserving the American dream. Trust me darling, I’ve done my bit, got the scars to prove it.”

He also had a Purple Heart, but he didn’t mention that. Beth’s shoulders dropped. She wasn’t getting through to him. Maybe Patterson was right; this was a lost cause. Maybe her time would be better off sweet-talking jailbirds. She sighed. The only thing she had left was honesty. “Yeah it was, but clearly it’s not going to work. So tell me, Torres, what would work? What do I need to say to you to get you onside?”

“You’re wasting your breath, Ms. Thomson. I’m not buying what you’re selling.”

Beth shook her head. “Your best friend was murdered in front of you. I thought you would be more vested in getting justice for him.”

His jaw tightened, tan skin stretched over taut muscles.

The movement was subtle but she saw it. It was something; there was the emotion she was looking for. She remembered what Frazer had told her – use his emotion against him. Beth latched onto it. Moses Archila was the key. “I saw you with his sister this morning at the funeral. I get that you don’t care about getting justice for yourself, but Archila was your best friend. He saved you, don’t you owe it to him to bring his murderer to justice?”

Torres stared at her. The anger in his eyes was palpable. There was no doubt that had she been a man she would no longer be standing.

“What do you know of justice, Gringa?”

“I know that if someone murdered my best friend I would not rest until I saw them behind bars.”

Torres lifted his shoulders. “Moses would still be dead.”

Beth let of a stream of air. She had played her last card. “Yes he would,” she admitted. She followed his gaze out to the great expanse of open land. With Torres, she had not found the man she expected; she had found something scarier and far more complex. She had naively hoped he would be easier to manipulate.

Suddenly she had a thought, a niggling feeling. She turned and studied his hard features. Torres wasn’t unfazed because he was apathetic, he was unfazed because he had a plan of his own. She opened her mouth but stopped before she threw her Hail Mary pass. “We’re both looking for him. We will find him faster together.”

He shrugged but he didn’t refute her statement.

“We both want justice,” she pressed.

Torres shook his head. “We don’t want the same thing. You want information. What I want is a whole lot uglier but we won’t talk about that because you’re a lady and ’cause that shiny badge of yours means our ideas of justice will never be the same.” His dark features were encased with raw unmitigated hatred; there was the emotion she was looking for, but she didn’t know how to act on it. Her body seized up, her thoughts froze. But she was right: he did have a plan.

“Do you know who shot you?” she asked. She took his silence as an answer. “I can find him.”

He turned and looked at her. Half of his mouth curled into a smile. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be here, would you?”

She sighed. “You’re right. I need you. But you need me too, Torres.”

Torres made a sound that could have passed for a laugh. “I don’t need you. Go back to your office, Gringa. Or better yet, go find yourself another Mexican to sweet-talk. That is why you’re here isn’t it? Because I’m Mexican? I already look like a thug, right? I’m already halfway there. Just give me a couple of tats and I will look like you plucked me fresh from the prison yard.”

Beth shifted from one leg to the other. She considered how to answer him, wondered what Frazer would say. She was sure the Department psychologist would be able to phrase things in a way that wouldn’t offend anyone. But Beth wasn’t a psychologist and she wasn’t good at bullshitting. “Yep,” she said simply. When she saw the flash of a smile on Torres’ full lips, she continued. “I would be a pretty crappy agent if a tried to recruit a Gringo to infiltrate a Mexican gang wouldn’t I? But you looking like a thug is an added bonus. It is also a bonus that both your brothers and your best friend were Zetas. It wouldn’t take much work to get you in. So to answer your question, yes I want a Mexican, but not any Mexican. I want a Mexican who has proved himself loyal, who has a vested interest in bringing down Los Treintas, and has a tie to Los Zetas. Unfortunately for me, you are the only Mexican in the free world that meets those criteria. If you know anyone else, by all means, please point me in the right direction.” She held up her hands. She had played all her cards.

Torres picked up another piece of wood and positioned it beneath the teeth of the circular saw. “That is unfortunate.”

Her shoulders dropped. She was losing him, she could feel her tenuous connection to El Escorpion falling through her fingers. She could not let it happen. She needed to find him. “What do you want? What can I say to make you understand?”

“I understand perfectly. I’m just not interested.”

Beth took a deep breath. There were lines she didn’t cross, values she did not abandon. That was how she could deal with the less savoury aspects of her job. She would be no better than the men she chased if she compromised her morals.

 But she needed this, she needed Torres onside.

“I will find him, even without you. I have all the resources of the Department of Justice behind me. Do you know what will happen when I find him? I will cut a deal. I will get all the information I can and then I will cut him loose. He is nothing to me, just a link in the chain that leads to El Escorpion.”

Torres’ hand tightened on the wood, his knuckles turning white under the strain. There was no emotion on his dark face but she knew she had hit a nerve. “But it could go another way. Once I have the information I need,” she took a deep breath to fortify her nerve, she wasn’t just blurring the line: she was annihilating it. There was no morality in what she was about to do. In that moment she knew there was precious little she wouldn’t say or do to complete her mission. “Once I cut him loose, it is over. He doesn’t exist. If something happened to him, it wouldn’t even be a blip on the radar.” She left the rest unsaid. The words were bitter in her mouth. Her mind screamed at her to take them back but she couldn’t.

All she could do was pretend that she had not just given consent for a man to be murdered in cold blood.

***

Beth opened one eye and peered at the hard pillow she had just been sleeping on. She sat bolt upright when she saw that the uncomfortable pillow was actually the solid chest of Torres. He was staring at her, his dark face expressionless as usual.

Beth’s hand flew to her head. Had she hit it on something in her sleep, because her temples throbbed like she had been clobbered over the head with a crowbar. And her mouth… It tasted like someone had stuffed a dirty dishcloth in there. This is why she didn’t like to drink things that didn’t come with pink umbrellas. The pain was never worth the temporary distraction.

She glanced over at the clock on the bedside table: 7:27. Shit. She had fallen asleep and spent the night with Torres. Apparently the cat lady was also unprofessional. She noticed a small wet patch on Torres’ white shirt. Her hand flew to mouth. Drool! She had drooled on him in her sleep. She was really killing it on the charm offensive.

Beth stood up and straightened her T-shirt. At some point in the night it had ridden up above her navel. She instantly regretted the sudden movement as the room spun around her.

“Morning, Gatita.”

Beth scowled at the name but immediately wished she hadn’t. How could such a small movement hurt so much? “Aspirin. I need some aspirin…and I need to call my sister.”

Beth covered her eyes with her hands. Why was it so bright? She did not need this assault on her retinas. She could feel him staring at her again but she was too sore to care. He could study and judge all he liked. Thank God it was Saturday and she did not need to make an appearance at the office. She was going to be spending the next twelve hours on her couch, watching made-for-TV movies and promising herself she would never drink again. “I need to call a taxi.” Beth’s hands went to the back pockets of her jeans. “Damn it, I left my phone at home.” It seemed the sensible thing to do last night but this morning she wished she had it.

She leaned over and reached for the hotel phone.

Torres stopped her. “I’ll take you home.”

Beth held up her hand. “It’s OK. I’ll just get a taxi.”

Torres took the phone from her hands and returned it to its cradle. “We slept together. It’s the least I can do.”

Beth’s head shot up. Surely they hadn’t! She wasn’t that drunk. Her heart picked up speed, but then she noticed the small curl to Torres’ full lips. He was teasing her again. He really needed to stop doing that.“Very funny.”

“I try.” Torres stood up and peeled his shirt off. He folded it before laying it on the back of a chair. “I need a quick shower. Give me ten minutes.”

Beth nodded because she couldn’t speak. She tried not to stare but she could not look away. In addition to the tight ropes of muscles that encased his body, his torso was also covered in the scars of an old burn. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw it. She shouldn’t have been surprised, she knew about the injury, but she wasn’t fully prepared for the degree his skin had been ravaged. And she wasn’t prepared for the large Santa Muerte tattoo that covered the entire left side of his chest. It reached from his shoulder down below his ribs. The artist had incorporated the worst of his scar into the design. Santa Muerte: Saint Death. Many gang members, especially Los Zetas, gave homage to the saint. She was thought to protect them and keep them safe while they inflicted misery on others. If there were a patron of drugs and murder it would be Santa Muerte.

Beth flinched. Why did Torres have this tattoo? He didn’t have it when she recruited him. She knew for certain because there was a detailed description of every scar and mark on his body in his file. The DEA had collected the information in case he was killed in the line of duty. Los Treintas had a nasty habit of decapitating their victims and sending the heads to their families as a warning. Two years was a long time. Long enough for him to become fully immersed, long enough for him to become sympathetic to the Zeta cause? If he had, Torres was a threat, to her, to finding El Escoprion, even to himself.

Beth opened her mouth to speak but shut it again. She needed to pull him in. She bit her lip until she tasted blood. Her conscience screamed that this was her fault. She was his handler. She was supposed to support him and debrief him, make sure he was handling everything. And shit if she had not messed that one up. She accepted his grunts and nods as communication and assumed he was doing fine because nothing ever bothered him. Shit, why hadn’t she noticed this before? She had let herself get so focused on El Escorpion and now they were paying the price. Not all details should be overlooked.

She tried to take a deep breath to fill her lungs but a stronger force was squeezing out all the air, making her breath come in small pathetic pants. Beth closed her eyes and counted slowly to ten. “How long has it been since you talked to Frazer?” She tried to sound relaxed but her voice sounded strangled.

Torres’ dark eyes were impossible to read past the cold anger that roiled behind them. He had changed again, going from the smiling teasing man she had seen glimpses of last night, to the terrifyingly emotionless man she knew. The change was so sudden and fluid, like a switch being tripped. Everything about his appearance changed, even the soft lines that fanned his eyes when he smiled, turned cold.

“Why do you think I need to see the psychologist, Beth? Do you think I have gone native? Think I get off on watching the boys make el guiso? Am I thinking about it right now? Stuffing a body into a nice 55-gallon drum, adding just enough diesel so it burns slow. I know you love details. Ask me, Beth. Ask me how long it would take to burn you down to nothing.”

Beth tried to look away but Torres grabbed her chin and held her firmly in place, his dark eyes burning into her with venom only matched by the ugliness of his words. He scared her. There was no shame in admitting that. She would be a fool not to be scared of him. By choice, she only knew the beginning of what he was capable of, and that was enough.

“Ask me, Beth!” he demanded.

“No,” she whispered. She forced herself to look at him.

“What do you weigh? 140 lbs? Five hours. I would add a little iron, keep it burning nice and hot, and that’s it, in five hours it would be like you never existed. Your life, your identity gone.”

Beth’s joints went slack. She fought the urge to scream and tell Torres to shut up. She didn’t because she knew he was talking about Archila. He had never spoken about it with her before. She only knew the details through the police report. Torres knew all the details though, because he had seen it happen. He had seen Archila shot in front of him before Martinez turned the gun on Torres, shooting him in his left shoulder. Beth’s gaze went to the tattoo again. Under the ugly marking was proof of an uglier crime.

Beth’s back straightened. Fear told her to keep quiet but something else compelled her to tell him, “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have stopped them. Archila knew that. That’s why he told you to go after you were shot. You couldn’t have stopped them. He was already dead, the moment they found him.”

Torres dropped his hand from her. “Don’t,” he warned between clenched teeth.

But Beth didn’t listen. The pain she thought she saw in his eyes made her continue, her compassion trumping her fear. “It’s not your fault Archila didn’t adjust when he got home from Iraq, and it’s not your fault he got involved with Los Zetas. He made his choices.”

“And I made mine?” Torres shook his head.

“That’s not what I meant.” Beth shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t good at this part. She didn’t know what to say to make it OK. “Look, it’s normal to feel some guilt about what happened in Iraq and in Mexico. You survived, that’s what’s important. Why don’t you talk it through with Frazer? I know he can see you this week. Come in.” She realised she sounded like she was begging, but it was because she was. Torres needed to come in from the field. The DEA had gotten enough from him. She had used him enough. They had found Martinez, the man who killed Archila, and it was a dead end.

Once Torres was properly debriefed, he could stay with the Administration or he could go back to carpentry, or do whatever he wanted. He just needed to be away from Los Zetas. She needed him to see that.

“This,” Beth gestured to the tattoo, “this isn’t you. And this won’t bring Archila back. This will only get you killed.”

Torres shook his head. “I haven’t gone native, Beth. You’re alive right now because of this.” Torres slapped the design. “The reason you weren’t killed last night is because of this. You don’t want details, Gatita, but this one you need to know, I hate this.” His voice was low, shadowed by emotion she had not heard from him before. “But I hate what is under it even more and that is why I am going to find El Escorpion. So take a good hard look at it, because this is what is going to save us both. And, no Beth. To answer your question, no I don’t want to see Frazer.”

Beth nodded. She took a step back until her knees hit the side of the bed and she collapsed down onto the mattress.

A few seconds later she heard the sound of water splashing against tiles. Beth held her head in her hands. Not for the first time that week, she questioned her career choice. It wasn’t too late to change, who needed a pension anyway? No, she just needed an aspirin. Once her head was sorted out she could worry about her guilt. Had she signed Torres’ death warrant when she recruited him? It had all seemed so perfect, he was an in to Los Zetas that she could not pass up. She hadn’t seen Torres as anything more than an asset, a human pawn she would happily sacrifice to get to El Escorpion.

Christ, when had she become that person? When did people’s lives become inconvenient details? She closed her eyes and let shame settle over her.

A few minutes later Torres returned, faded jeans slung low over his narrow hips.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Torres opened the door to the bedroom. Stretched on the couch were the three men she did not recognise, all passed out cold, the television playing soccer highlights in the background. In the corner of the room Flores sat, still awake, his tattooed hand wrapped around the neck of a beer. It was early to be drinking but he probably had not stopped from the night before. The fear she had felt towards him had given way to anger. It took all her energy not to spit in his face.

Flores nodded at her, a small act of recognition, or maybe what he thought passed as an apology for attempted assault. Beth’s hands tightened into angry fists. Now was not the time or the place. She would bide her time. Flores would get what was coming to him.

Flores apologised to Torres in Spanish, saying he did not realise Beth was his. Torres nodded in return and said something to the effect of “No harm, no foul.”

Beth bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying that plenty of harm had been done but she didn’t because it would jeopardise Torres’ position to have his “woman” question his authority. The drug culture was savage and steeped in misogyny. She wanted to tell Flores exactly what she thought of him but instead she kept her eyes focused on the floor, studying a small stain on the blue carpet, reminding herself that justice would prevail. As her mom always told her, “Everything will be all right in the end. If it’s not all right, it’s not the end.” Beth closed her eyes and for a brief second let herself beg the universe for the words to be true, not just with Flores, but with her mom.

Flores apologised again and then surprised her by offering to take them to breakfast. From the corner of her eye, she saw Torres nod and then accept the outstretched hand that was offered to him.

Beth’s head snapped up. She opened her mouth to say something but realised it would mean letting Torres know she spoke Spanish and giving away her one advantage.

“There’s a waffle place down the street. Meet us there is fifteen minutes,” Torres said quickly, still speaking Spanish.

Flores nodded and then reached out his hand again, this time to her. Beth took a deep breath. She didn’t want to be in his presence, let alone touch him. Torres put his arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze, his powerful fingers biting into the sensitive flesh. She winced and fought the urge not to cry out. She got the message and shook his hand.

Torres led her from the hotel room. Once they were in the elevator she turned to him. Her hands shook. “Don’t ever do that again. I don’t want him touching me. You do realise what he was going to do to me?”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Torres held out his hands, palms open. Remorse was written clearly on his dark features. Beth shook her head. She had seen it before. He could play any emotion, be anything or anyone the situation required. There was no way to tell what was going on in his head. She wondered if he even understood what was going on in his mind. Hell, she wondered if there was a “real” Torres. He was so good at adapting, his character changing on demand. God only knew what was left of him.

“He was going to rape me. Do you get that?”

Torres clenched his fists and then relaxed them, several times, his stare never leaving her. “I wouldn’t have let him touch you,” Torres said.

Beth didn’t let the issue rest. “But he would have if you weren’t there. Has he done that before? Do you know of any other women he has attacked, because it didn’t seem like his first time.”

Torres’ eyes narrowed into angry slits. “Are you asking me if I have sat back and allowed Flores to rape women? You’ve changed your tune. I thought that you didn’t want details.”

Beth shook her head. “Tell me.” She needed to know this. This wasn’t about Flores. This was about how engrained the violence had become in Torres, how skewed his thinking had become.

Torres’ lips curled into a bitter smile. “Do you want to know if I rape women? Is that what you’re really asking? You’re asking if I am willing to hold a woman down and force my cock into her? Is that what you want to know?”

Beth nodded.

“Fuck you,” was his response. The ice in voice sent a chill through her.

“But you wouldn’t stop Flores,” she pressed.

Torres turned on her. In an instant her back was pressed against the elevator wall, a large arm on either side of her, his weight pinning her in place. In a blink of an eye she was completely overpowered. It was hard for her to breath. Her knees buckled. If he had not been supporting her, she would have fallen over. Torres leaned down and hissed against her ear. “Yes I would stop him. But don’t ever ask me that question again.” When he spoke, his lips brushed her ear. She shivered as his hot breath cooled quickly on the sensitive flesh of her neck.

Just as quickly, Torres released her. He righted himself just in time for the doors opening. “We’re going to breakfast,” he said, still not knowing she spoke Spanish.

Beth took a deep breath and commanded her pulse to slow but it refused. Whatever was left of the real Torres was there. The anger, that was him. “I need to get home,” she tried to say but it came out a whisper.

“Make time, Gatita. Flores needs to know there are no hard feelings.” Torres walked across the parking lot, not turning to see if she was following. Beth shook her head. What a sick world Torres inhabited, where trying to assault someone was glanced over with a nod of the head and an invitation to breakfast.

But she had put him in that world. Guilt threatened to overtake her. If Torres was the monster he looked like, she had helped to create him.

He opened the door to his black SUV and shut it behind her. His actions were more to do with making sure she got in the car than actual manners.

The interior of the car was spotless but she wasn’t surprised. Torres was meticulous with everything. He had even made the bed before they left the hotel. And he had hung up the towels and wiped down the sink so neatly, it was almost impossible to tell anyone was in the room, except of course for the tiny graveyard of alcohol bottles in the wastebasket. They were only in the trash because Torres had put them there.

Five minutes later they pulled into the parking lot of a breakfast chain. She hated to admit it, but she was glad they had stopped here because she was starving. She hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday.

A waitress seated them at a booth in front of the window, near the front of the store. The woman, whose name was Wanda according to the faded badge on her yellow pinafore uniform, smiled as she handed Beth a menu. There was a tiredness around her eyes that wasn’t concealed by her blue eye shadow. Beth recognised the look of an overworked woman. Her heart constricted painfully as she thought about her mom. The woman looked nothing like her mother, but she reminded her of her mom just the same: same job, same tired eyes.

“I’ll give ya a minute to decide,” the waitress said.

Beth knew without looking what she wanted. Only one food could cure a hangover. “Can I please get the buttermilk pancakes? And do you have peanut butter?”

The waitress nodded.

“Can I get a side of peanut butter please? Oh and a coffee please, decaf,” Beth asked.

Beth looked up to see Torres staring at her. His habit of watching her a bit too intently did not look like it was likely to end.

Torres ordered a black coffee and an omelette before he asked Beth. “Is the peanut butter for your coffee or your pancakes?”

“Pancakes,” she informed him as Wanda filled up her mug with hot coffee.

“Interesting.”

She waited for him to finish his thought but nothing followed. Beth took a deep breath. Thirty seconds went by, and then a minute. He was doing it again, not talking so she would. But damn if it didn’t work. He had obviously figured out that she was uncomfortable with silence.

“I get it from my mom. She puts peanut butter on everything. I think it started when we were kids. Peanut butter gives you a lot of bang for your buck, calorie-wise. We couldn’t afford very much but our cupboards were always stocked with discounted peanut butter. Do you remember the supermarket with the huge isles of discounted food with their yellow labels with black writing? You were never quite sure of what brand was actually inside because everything had a generic label. My mom said it was a culinary adventure.” Beth smiled at the memory. Only her mom could put a positive spin on poverty. But her mom could put a positive spin on anything. She saw everything as an adventure or an opportunity.

“You can smile. Who knew?” Torres said.

Beth nodded. “What can I say? Discounted food does it for me. Don’t get me started on government cheese.”

Torres raised a dark brow in question but he didn’t say anything.

“You don’t remember government cheese? It was the best. There was a surplus of cheese, so low-income families got massive blocks of cheese. We had to stand in line forever but at the end we got a ton of cheese. We are talking like the size of small house. Well not quite but they were big.” Beth couldn’t help but smile when she thought of the enormous pots of macaroni and cheese that filled their freezer for months. Somehow they never got sick of it. God she was talking a lot. Torres’ silence tactics were annihilating her policy of keeping her private life private. She supposed it didn’t really matter much if she told Torres things; it wasn’t like he had contact with anyone she knew.

“Can’t say I have experienced that culinary delight. No government cheese for me.”

“Maybe it was just a California thing.” Beth realised too late that she had assumed Torres had grown up below the poverty line too. She shouldn’t assume his family had received food stamps just because hers had. She never made that assumption about anyone else, weird that she would start with him.

Torres shrugged his shoulders. “They might have had it here. My parents were illegal, so there wasn’t a chance in hell of them getting in any government line.”

Beth nodded. “You say were. Are they still illegal?”

Torres finished his sip of coffee before he answered. “No. Dad is dead, Mom was naturalised. She was cleaning house for a government worker and he pulled some strings.”

The waitress returned a few minutes later with their order.

Beth spread the peanut butter over her pancakes before dousing it in maple syrup. She did not stop pouring until her waffle floated in the sticky concoction. Before she took a bite she cut off a piece and placed it on Torres’ plate. “You already had your childhood robbed of government cheese, you can’t miss out on peanut butter pancakes too,” she said by way of explanation.

Torres eyed the offering dubiously before he stabbed his fork into it.

“Well?” Beth asked before he had a chance to swallow.

Half of Torres’ mouth curled in his signature half smile. “It’s good. I have to admit the combination of sweet and salty works.” Just to be sure he cut himself another bite from her plate.

Beth smiled in return. Sitting with him here in daylight, he almost seemed…well, less scary. He still looked every part the hardened criminal but there was an ease about him that relaxed her in return. She wondered if there was an alternate reality where she could enjoy his company. Once she got past the terrifying part of him, he was actually easy to talk to, mostly because she could tell him stupid inane things as there was no pretence of them ever being friends. But there was something else, something she did not expect from him: he listened like he actually cared what she was saying.

They continued eating and talking, mostly Beth talking, with Torres interjecting the occasional comment or question. Just as Beth finished her last bit of pancake, Flores arrived, alone.

Torres nodded to him. Just then Wanda walked by and Flores grabbed a menu from her hands before sliding into the booth beside Torres. “Coffee,” he said, snapping his fingers and pointing to an overturned cup. “Now,” Flores added when he caught Beth’s eye. “Move your ass.”

Beth’s shoulders tightened. Her gaze darted to the waitress. She tried to catch her eye, to smile, or apologise, let her know she knew Flores was a jackass, but the woman kept her head down. To most people she would have looked unfazed but Beth saw the tightness in her mouth and the subtle flair to her nostrils.

“Please is the word you are looking for,” Beth said in the nicest voice she could manage.

Flores’ eyes narrowed in defiance. “You going to control your woman?” Flores asked in Spanish even though he had just demonstrated his proficiency in English. His dark stare never left Beth. He was trying to intimidate her. There was no doubt it was the same dead stare he showed his victims.

Beth bit the inside of her mouth to stop herself from speaking or showing any sign that she understood him.

Torres laughed and said in Spanish, “I kept her up too late. She’s not a morning person at the best of times.”

Flores seemed to find the explanation acceptable. He looked her straight in the eye. “She’s feisty.” He stood up and announced in English, “I’m going to the toilet. Give me some bacon and eggs, sunny side up, none of this scrambled bullshit.” His stare never left Beth even though he was speaking to the waitress. He was challenging Beth to say something.

Torres leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Play nice, Mami.” There was an underlying threat in his words.

“I’m trying.” Her head was killing her. Normally she might be able to fake civility but she was in too much pain to deal with Flores right now. Just her luck he pushed her buttons. Rudeness to people in the service industry was a particular pet peeve. She had seen her mom be humiliated by customers, because pathetic people thought it was acceptable to demean and demoralise people to show their own power. Her mom had always smiled and brushed it off, reminding Beth, “What Peter says about Paul has more to do with Peter than Paul.” Beth would pretend to be wise and tell her mom she understood but inside it pissed her off. Flores speaking rudely to the waitress brought back all the anger.

With Flores out of earshot, Torres could speak normally. “You wear every emotion on your face. I can see everything you’re thinking. And so can everyone else. It’s not enough to say nothing. You can’t be openly hostile. You’ll get us both killed.”

Beth nodded. She doubted Flores noticed anything about her face. He was too self-involved. He only ever looked at her to intimidate her. She was a piece of meat like every other woman. It was only Torres who studied her. “I thought I was a good liar. Until I met you.”

“Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

Flores returned a few minutes later. When he sat down he snapped his fingers and pointed to his coffee cup.

Beth let out a stream of air. She needed to stretch her legs, before she stretched her fingers around his throat.

She turned to Torres. “I saw a gas station next door. I’m going to go get some aspirin. I’ll be right back.”

Torres lifted a brow like he was going to say something but he remained silent.

Beth pushed passed a busboy as she headed for the door. “Sorry,” she mumbled, looking back over her shoulder.

She made her way across the street and bought a package of aspirin and a bag of M&M’s before she found her way to the curb and sat down beside a fire hydrant. Beth downed two aspirin without any water and then tore open the bag of candy. She wasn’t hungry but she needed them. She popped a single red sweet into her mouth and closed her eyes as the hard shell softened on her tongue. When the hard candy coating and the chocolate below had completely dissolved, she took another sweet, yellow this time, and repeated the process.

Beth breathed in slowly, letting the combination of the sugar and the fresh air relax her coiled muscles.

“Hey,” came a deep voice from above her.

Beth looked up at Torres, his dark head encased by a halo from the morning sun. Even though she shaded her eyes with her hand, she still had to squint. His broad silhouette looked like the cover of a horror novel: shadowed and ominous, promising to inflict all levels of emotional trauma. He surprised her by sitting down beside her.

“Still hungry?” he said gesturing to the M M’s in her hand.

“No, not really,” she said but did not explain further. She would use his tactics on him and let her silence loosen his tongue. It only seemed fair, as she had divulged more this morning than she ever had. No one at work knew she had grown up poor, hell, no one in Texas knew. The thought of anyone knowing her family received food stamps turned her cold, yet she had told Torres with no prompting.

Beth waited for him to say something, but the pause stretched from pregnant to painful. Beth popped another sweet into her mouth to keep from speaking, but this time the treat did not have its usual calming effect. She waited for the candy to melt before she said, “I know what you’re doing and it’s not going to work.”

True to form, Torres said nothing, just continued to stare at her.

Beth sighed in exasperation. “You can stop now. We both know the game.”

Torres’ brow shot up in question.

Beth shook her head. “Please stop looking at me like I am interesting. I’m really not. You’re putting me off my M&M’s and that takes a lot.”

“I wouldn’t want to put you off your M&M’s. You seem very fond of them. Is that another California welfare thing? Did the state give out surplus M&M’s?”

Beth shook her head, annoyed at herself for telling him about government cheese.

Torres nodded, seeming to accept her answer.

He was doing it again. Beth popped another sweet into her mouth and then another and another, repeating the process of letting it melt slowly. “Do you realise how annoying that is?” Her frustration built as she worked her way through her bag of M&M’s with no elevation in her mood.

“Sorry?”

Beth reached into her bag only to discover that she had finished the bag. She wadded up the wrapper and shoved it into her pocket. “Are you kidding me? I finished the bag? I have never finished the bag. That’s how annoying I find all of this.” Beth stood up and briefly considered going back to the gas station to buy another bag but realised her coping mechanism would only work if she was removed from her stressors.

“You’ve never finished a bag of M&M’s?” Torres asked dubiously.

“Yes. No. Not like that. Oh never mind.” Beth threw up her hands in defeat. She turned to walk away but spun on her heel to face him. “I know what you are doing with the whole silence thing and it is not working. I am talking to you so you know precisely how annoying I find the practice, not because it is effective. You understand the difference. You even managed to ruin my M&M therapy, which takes some doing. I have never made it past ten M&M’s before I felt better about something. And I just finished the bag and I still feel awful. So please stop with the staring and the silence. If you want to know something, just ask me. Stop looking at me like I’m interesting, ’cause I’m really not.”

Torres’ eyes narrowed. “Why do you keep saying you’re not interesting?”

“That was your take away from that conversation?” Beth noticed that he was still staring at her but she didn’t mention it, instead looked at him with the same intensity.

“What did you want me to take away, Gatita?”

Again with the cat nickname. It was like acid on an open wound but she would not show it. She shrugged her shoulders. “I would prefer it if you didn’t stare at me. And stop with the long silences that make me talk.”

Torres smiled knowingly. “I see,” he said before, standing up beside her.

What?! What did he see?! Beth didn’t wait for him to finish his thought, because he wouldn’t. “What do you think you see?”

Torres leaned over and brushed a stray lock off of her face. “Just you, Beth.” His hands were worn and callused. Heat radiated off him, but his proximity, or maybe his words, made her shiver. His gaze was on her, palpable and hot.

“You’re doing it again.”

“Am I? What am I doing exactly?”

Beth shrugged. It would sound stupid if she tried to articulate it.

“You’re uncomfortable because I look at you when I speak to you? Is that it? Where I’m from we call that manners.”

Beth shook her head. “Of course- I know that. It’s just-you look at me like you’re studying me.”

Torres was silent for a moment and then he surprised her by nodding. “Sorry. Maybe I am. It’s been a long time since I’ve been around a normal person. You’re the only nice person I’ve spoken to for the last two years. So yeah, I guess I want to hear what you have to say. I’m sorry if that creeps you out.”

Beth sighed. “That’s kind of sad. Now I feel bad for you. If your only normality is me, then you have bigger problems than my failed M&M therapy.”

“What’s wrong with you? As far as normal goes, you’re pretty good.”

“Nothing’s wrong with me except I have overshot normal and entered boring territory.”

Torres shook his head. “You’re not boring. You’re nice, you’re normal, if that’s boring sign me up. I could use some of that kind of boring in my life right about now.”

“Sounds like you could use an M&M right now. Shame I ate them all.”

“Do you always eat M&M’s when you’re upset?”

Beth nodded. This time she didn’t wait for the long silence that always followed her statements; she just carried on talking. She may as well not fight it; she was going to end up speaking to him anyway. “Sucking on them slowly calms me down. I usually feel better after four. Until today my high was ten.”

“I’ll have to try it.”

Judging by his pronounced lack of body fat, she doubted he indulged in chocolate very often, if ever. “What do you when you’re upset? If you don’t drink and haven’t had sex since you went undercover. What’s left? You’re woefully lacking in vices. That’s just not normal. Everyone needs something that they pretend to try to give up.”

Torres thought for a second. “I work out. Not much of a vice, but it works.”

Beth nodded. “You must be upset a lot.” She realised too late that she had said the words out loud. “I mean…you know…it is obvious you work out a lot…you know…you’re very muscular.” Beth’s cheeks burned hotter with each word, finally she decided to take a leaf out of Torres’ book and just stop talking.

Torres’ mouth curled into a lopsided smile. “Sounds like I wasn’t the only one staring.”

Beth cleared her throat. “I’m very observant,” she said in her defence, though someone would have to be legally blind not to notice how physically fit Torres was. His body was like an anatomy lesson, everything perfect and oversized. Each muscle was well defined and distinct from the others.

“Apparently you are.”

And apparently he had changed his tactics from silence and staring to flirting. Beth’s cheeks were burning now. She shifted from one foot to the other. This was probably a side effect of being undercover too long. He was flirting with her because there were no other women to flirt with. It was the equivalent of being the last woman on earth. Beth glanced down at her watch. She didn’t care what time it was, she just needed something to distract her. She could still feel his gaze on her, her flesh warming under the inspection.

“I should…probably get back to the diner… I want to leave Wanda a tip. She shouldn’t have to deal with jerks like Flores.”

Torres nodded. “I already did. I left her $100 of the ill-begotten money you don’t want me to talk about. And for the record no one should have to deal with Flores, but that’s why we get the big bucks.”

There was a hint of sadness, or maybe regret in his voice. “OK. Well then I guess I just need to get home.” Beth paused to think. They were done, maybe forever. Once she told him she had identified Archila’s killer, she would have no reason to see him again.

Should she tell him?

She knew who Archila’s killer was. That was why she had tried to meet him last night, to tell him, but even now something stopped her. Last night she didn’t tell Torres because she needed his help, but now there was no excuse. Her head pounded as her conscience deliberated the consequences of telling him. She couldn’t be certain what Torres would do with the information, but in her heart, she knew. Telling Torres would be giving him tacit consent. But withholding the information would be a betrayal; he had only joined the DEA to find Archila’s murderer.

Beth took a deep breath. “Um…before you leave. I have some information on Archila’s killer.” She spoke quickly so she wouldn’t be tempted to change her mind. He deserved to know, he had held up his end of the bargain. What he did with the information was on him now. Whatever he did, she would ignore, it would become one of the many details she pretended didn’t exist.

Torres’ jaw tightened.

“His name is Javier Martinez. Does the name mean anything to you? We got his name from an informant but it checks out. He is known to the DEA. My partner picked him up a few years ago on meth charges. He is small time. He won’t get us any closer to El Escorpion.”

For the first time, he did not look at her. His eyes were glazed over, his thoughts somewhere else. He looked different again, like he had in the elevator. The switch had been tripped, all the warmth gone. In an instant he went from teasing to terrifying.

Beth’s skin went cold. Immediately she regretted telling him. She wasn’t sure why, it wasn’t like the world would mourn the loss of Javier Martinez. But this didn’t feel right. If Torres was looking for closure, he wasn’t going to find it by killing Martinez. “We can speak to the office in Mexico City. I’m sure they can bring him in by the end of the week. He would face trial in Texas—”

“No,” Torres cut her off.

“You don’t need to—”

He cut her off again with a raised hand. “I‘ll take you home now.” He wasn’t listening to her. She doubted if he could even see her through his rage. He was consumed by it. Every action now would be guided by his vendetta.

Beth followed him back to his car. Letting Torres take her home wasn’t appropriate, but nothing about her relationship with Torres was appropriate. That ship had sailed when she recruited him. She gave him her address and settled into her seat. She racked her brain for things to say to dissuade him from going after Martinez, but her mind was blank. She had no argument to offer that he would listen to, so instead of speaking she stared out the window at the fields of blue bonnets. Usually she missed California, but when the blue bonnets were in bloom, there was nowhere she would rather be. All of Texas was covered in the bright wildflowers. Even the side of the freeway was softened by the delicate flowers. They made Texas seem smaller, softer, more like home, less like the consolation prize it was.

Torres pulled up in front Beth’s house. He had not spoken for the entire drive and neither had she. This time the silence was not an invitation to speak, it was a carefully constructed wall designed to keep her out. “I should’ve known you’d have a picket fence. Very American dream.” he commented quietly.

Beth nodded, looking past him to her small bungalow. It was modest, but it was her small slice of the American dream. As a kid growing up in a one-bedroom apartment that overlooked the freeway, her dream was to have her own house with a yard. And now she did. It wasn’t much but it was all hers, or it would be after twenty more years of monthly payments.

Beth cleared her throat. She knew this was the last time she was going to see Torres and she had just started to get to know him. Maybe it was the finality of it, or the situation with her mom, but she wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. Torres looked like a monster but he wasn’t. He was different to Flores. There was something else to him, not just an unbridled passion for violence. “Do you want to come in and have a cup of coffee? Shouldn’t brag, but I make some of the best instant in Texas.”

“No, I better go.”

Beth nodded. There was more she wanted to say but she wasn’t sure what. She hesitated before she said, “If Martinez was brought back to Texas, he would get the death penalty. He killed two border agents. He won’t be getting a slap on the wrist. The Mexico City office is on his tail.”

Torres nodded but did not say anything. They both knew what she was saying. Torres did not need to go after Martinez. But they both knew he would. He was too far in now to go back. If there was any question about that before, it immediately vanished when she saw the tattoo of Santa Muerte on his chest.

Beth stepped out of the car and took a deep breath. This was it. “Take care, Torres.”

“You too, Gatita,” he said before he pulled away.


Chapter Three

Torres stared down at the worn map. His finger circled the red dot, over and over, along the border of Sonora and Sinaloa, the last known address of Javier Martinez. He wouldn’t let himself believe it was almost over. He had spent so much time, given up so much to get to this point. He couldn’t yet imagine what it would feel like to live without the manacles shackling him to his disastrous past. He wouldn’t let himself be fooled into believing the guilt would go. He would live with that forever. But he would be done.

Done.

What did that look like? Shit if he knew, but he couldn’t wait to find out. First thing he would do, he would go and see his mom, explain things to her, make things right. She would understand, maybe even be proud. She would know he hadn’t become a drug lord. Her last surviving child was not running drugs for Los Zetas. It would take time for her to understand. And it would take time for Torres to forget the look of pain and disgust that had contorted his mother’s face that last time he had seen her. He still saw it when he thought of her; two years later and that was still the image he saw.

The doorbell rang.

Torres’ head shot up. He glanced at the clock. It was too late in the day for a delivery, and he wasn’t expecting anything. On reflex, his hand went to his back, touching the cold metal of the gun that was permanently fixed to his body. He slid the weapon out of its holder and clicked the safety off.

“Who’s there?” Torres demanded.

“Its Sal.”

Flores.

The short hairs on Torres’ arms stood taut. He rubbed his thumb over the barrel of the gun. Flores should not be here. He never came to Torres’ home. Ever. They met at Flores’ house or at a truck stop on I35. Torres wasn’t even sure how he knew where he lived. In the nearly two years he had been renting the one-bedroom apartment, he had had two visitors, and both of them had been delivering Chinese food.

Slowly Torres slid his gun into the waist of his jeans, in front where he could reach it.

“Que pasa?” Torres asked as he opened the door.

Flores did not say anything, rather he shook his head and handed Torres a large manila envelope.

“What’s this?”

“Your woman. What’s her name?”

A cold sweat broke out along Torres’ brow. His hand moved lower to the gun at his waist. “Why?”

“Look at it. They found her. This was slid under my door. I tried calling you.”

Torres glanced over at his phone sitting on the coffee table. He’d turned off his phone eight hours ago so he could concentrate.

Torres slid a glossy photo free from the envelope. It was a picture of him sitting beside Beth on the curb outside the gas station. Torres ground his teeth together as he studied the picture. Across Beth’s face, someone had drawn a scorpion, the mark of Los Treintas. They had ordered a hit on her.

Torres ran a hand along his jaw. “When did you get this?” Once a hit was ordered, it was carried out within hours. Torres was being taunted, that was what Los Treintas did, it added another layer of terror. They always sent the photo to the family.

“About an hour ago. I tried calling.”

Torres pinched his nose between his thumb and his forefinger. “Shit,” he said to no one in particular. He sat down on the couch and laid the photo on the coffee table beside his phone, scrutinising every detail.

“I’m sorry.”

Torres could hear Flores speaking but he didn’t know what he was saying. He needed to think. And he could not do that with Flores breathing down his neck.

Torres stood up suddenly. “Thanks for telling me.” He put a hand on Flores’ shoulder and guided him to the door. The look on the man’s face indicated he was confused by Torres’ sudden change in demeanour. “I need to think,” Torres said by way of explanation, which was the truth.

Flores nodded.

Torres shut the door behind him and locked it. He turned and slid down to the floor, his back hard against the door. “Shit,” he said again.

What was he going to do? Christ, she could already be dead by now. He shook his head when he realised that that would actually be the easiest solution. It was self-preservation, better her than him. He couldn’t die yet, not with Martinez still breathing. For whatever reason El Escorpion had ordered a hit on Beth but not on Torres. He was sending a message to him. Apparently he thought Beth was the way to hurt him.

Torres almost laughed at the thought. He barely knew her. He had no loyalties to her. He had seen hundreds of people die, in Iraq, and just as many die since he got home. Her death would not even register to him. And that fact made him cold. At what point did he become the dragon instead of the slayer?

He shook his head again. All these thoughts were too deep for him; he didn’t have the luxury of giving a shit any more. He didn’t owe her anything. His only loyalty was to Moses Archila. He would find the man who killed him. Nothing else mattered. Yes there would be casualities, but there always were. He could not mourn for every soldier lost along the way…or every agent.

If he warned Beth, she would be taken into protective custody, as would he, for his own sake. And then Javier Martinez would get away.

There was really only one choice so he would not let himself overthink it or second-guess himself. He would do what needed to be done. He always did.


Chapter Four

Beth entered the eleven digits of her sister’s cell phone number but hung up before the call went through and returned the phone to the cradle. Paige would be in the library studying or at the clinic. Beth shouldn’t bother her, not so close to finals. God knew she would be up to her eyeballs with only a trimester left before graduation. But that wasn’t the real reason Beth couldn’t make the call; she just didn’t want to know. If she could put off making the call forever, she would. If it would keep her mom the same strong vibrant woman, she would never make or receive another phone call for the rest of her life.

Beth chewed on the pad of her thumb as she tried to decide what to do. She couldn’t actually pretend nothing was wrong, as much as she desperately wanted to; it wasn’t fair to her mom and it wasn’t fair to Paige. Her sister had borne the brunt of it, mostly because Paige still lived in Sacramento, but also because Paige seemed to be able to handle it. Paige faced everything head on. There was no hiding or pretending for her. Beth should be more like that. Was April too late for a New Year’s resolution?

Beth picked up the phone and dialled the number before she could talk herself out of it.

“I was wondering when you would call,” her sister said when she picked up the phone. Even across a thousand miles, Beth could see the cheery smile on her sister’s face.

“Are you busy? If you’re busy I can call back later.”

“No, I have a few minutes. A cat just bit me so I could use a break anyway. People think it is dogs you have to worry about, but cats are the real menace. If I could get away with it, I would totally open a no-cat practice,” Beth said.

“A cat bit you? Are you OK?” Beth’s throat tightened as visions of her baby sister being attacked by a feral cat ran through her mind. She would have far preferred her sister to have gone to medical school because at least people don’t bite, but Paige had had her heart set on being a vet since Beth had read her Black Beauty when she was six. So in actuality it was Beth’s fault. She would add that to her list of things to feel guilty about.

“I’m fine; nothing that a shot of penicillin won’t fix. Funny enough that is also what I said about my last date.”

Beth laughed. “Don’t tell me these things. You know I worry. How bad is the bite? Text me a picture.”

Paige sighed. “No, I’m not going to send you a picture. I’m fine.”

“Well if you’re fine, send me a picture to prove it.”

“Or what?” Paige asked.

“Or I will get the next flight to Sacramento and see it for myself.” They both knew she would do it.

“For God’s sake, Beth. Give me two seconds.”

A few seconds later her cell phone chirped to let her know a message had arrived.

Beth winced when she opened the attachment. “That isn’t a bite that is a mauling. Honestly Paige…” Her voice trailed off. There was so much she could say, but she had said it all before. If worrying about her sister were a job, Beth would be pulling double shifts every week.

“Animals are far less vicious than humans. I’d be far more worried about the people you work with than the cranky pussycats I see.”

Beth let out a breath. Her sister had a point.

“So,” Paige asked after a long silence. “Are you going to ask about Mom?”

“Yeah, how is she?” Fresh guilt gnawed at Beth. She was the older sister, she was the one who should be taking care of all this, not Paige. For the third time that day, Beth contemplated quitting her job so she could move back to California. She could easily take a pay cut and move back to the Sacramento office. She would happily deal with the meth cookers of the central valley if it meant she could be near her family. But she couldn’t afford to move back to Sacramento. Paige couldn’t afford it. Beth’s promotion was paying for vet school. She tried to think of it in those terms, but every way she looked at it, she still felt like the shithead who abandoned her family.

“Well to tell you the truth, she is pissed off. I would rather deal with a room full of cats than her, most days. She still feels like we’re all in it against her and that there is nothing really wrong.”

“Well some days she is fine,” Beth interjected. There was still the possibility they were overreacting. “When I talked to her Thursday morning, she was totally with it. She could have just been really run down before.”

“Don’t, Beth, I don’t need another Thomson woman in denial. She was fine Thursday morning because she is always fine in the morning. But by dinnertime she is out of it again. It’s worse than we thought. She hasn’t been paying her bills or cashing her cheques. I found a jar of money in her house with at least $2000. She has been stashing all her tips in there, God knows why. I can’t tell if she has stopped trusting banks or has forgotten how the banking system works, I just know that PG&E want their money. It has taken me all day to get her electricity turned back on.”

Pressure built behind Beth’s eyes. This wasn’t her mom; this wasn’t the loving vibrant woman who raised her. Her mom was fearless, in charge of everything. She was their mom and dad and best friend all rolled into one. Beth wiped a tear from her cheek. “Is there any chance she will improve? What did the doctor say?”

“She refused to speak to him for the first forty-five minutes. Then a nurse came in and started speaking with her. She asked Mom to help her with some work and of course Mom helped her, Mom would help anyone. Of course it was actually the test. By the second question it was clear there was a problem. Mom couldn’t even draw a face of a clock. She couldn’t remember all the numbers or which order they went in and she couldn’t manage to write the numbers in the circle. It was a total mess. At that point she twigged what was going on and freaked out.”

Beth’s heart constricted painfully. The thought of her mom in distress made her want to scream. Beth wiped another tear away with the back of her hand. “So they didn’t finish the test?” She could not keep the optimism from her voice. There was no way anyone could give a conclusive diagnosis without finishing the assessment.

“There was no need. It was clear at that point. She has Alzheimer’s. You know it, I know it, her doctors know it. Everyone knows it except Mom.”

Beth’s breath caught. Her throat burned. Alzheimer’s. They had never said the word before. They alluded to it, but hid it carefully, always talking in terms of Mom’s memory and Mom’s coordination. But they never said Alzheimer’s because words have power and there was no going back once the problem was named. “Are they sure? I have been reading about diseases that are sometimes mistaken for…that.” She didn’t mean to whisper but her voice failed her.

“Yes. She has an official diagnosis.”

“Are you sure? It’s all so sudden. She was fine last time I saw her.”

“No she wasn’t, Beth. She got lost on the way to the airport—”

“She had just worked a double shift.”

“She’s not fine and she hasn’t been fine in a long time. You’re just not here to see it.”

Beth winced. The words were like a kick in the gut. She opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. She took in long slow breaths. The tears were coming faster now, but she would not let Paige know she was crying. She couldn’t speak because her voice would crack and betray her. Every choice Beth had made since she graduated from college had been for her family, but apparently they weren’t the right choices. They needed her and she was a thousand miles away.

Instantly Paige realised what she’d said. “That’s not what I mean, Beth, I’m sorry. Don’t be like that. I am so grateful for everything you do. We both are. I love you, Beth. You’re our strong one.”

Beth fought the urge to laugh. She wasn’t strong; she wasn’t even that great at faking strength any more. She rubbed her eyes frantically, telling herself to get it together.

“Beth, are you still there?”

Beth cleared her throat. “Yeah I’m here. It’s just my allergies are acting up. I seem to be allergic to the Lone Star State.” She tried to joke but her voice lacked any merriment. Beth shook off the sadness that clung to her. She could deal with this; she could deal with anything. She just needed to face it the same way she faced things at work. She would focus on facts and not let herself think about the people involved, her people. “OK, what’s next?”

“Maybe try to get her on Disability. I don’t know, whatever gets her insurance.”

“What? Did Max cut her benefits?” Beth could barely control the anger in her voice. Her mom’s insurance plan was crappy at the best of times but at least she had a policy.

“Beth, Mom lost her job.”

“What?! When did that happen? Max can’t fire her for a medical condition. There are laws.” The anger was rising in her. If Max wanted a fight on his hands, he would get one. Ruth Thomson had worked for Max’s chain of diners for almost thirty years. Was there no loyalty in this world?

“He had to fire her, Beth. She can’t work any more. She doesn’t know the menu. She gets confused and then she gets mean.”

“No!” She didn’t mean to shout but her indignation got the best of her. Her mother was never mean. Ruth Thomson was the kindest woman on the planet, and that was not just a daughter’s bias talking, her mom was loving and gentle and considerate of everyone. Even if she did have Alzheimer’s and did get confused from time to time, nothing would change the person she was. At her core Ruth Thomson was kind: no disease would change that.

“You haven’t seen her in a while. Things have gone downhill.”

Beth couldn’t tell if Paige was having a go at her about not visiting often enough. She had not been to California since Christmas but that was only because she did not have a single day of vacation time to spare. She always saved her days to come out for two weeks at Christmas. It wasn’t ideal but it was the best she could do. “I speak to Mom every day. I call her before work. It’s not like I am entirely out of the loop here. I’m in Texas, not Mars.”

“That’s right. You call her every morning. She is good in the morning. Call her now, Beth, and see the person that answers the phone.”

Beth shook her head. The truth settled painfully in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want to call her mom now. “What are we going to do?”

“I’m not sure. She can’t live on her own any more. I’m going to move in with her. She needs someone there to make sure she eats and bills get paid.”

“She agreed to go to San Diego with you?” Surprise was the mildest of Beth’s emotions. She never thought she would see the day her mom would leave Northern California. She always needed to be near Folsom for her weekly visits to see her dad. Bile rose in the back of her throat when she thought of her dad, or the “sperm donor” as she preferred to think of him.

“No, I decided to move back in with her.”

“No!” Beth shouted. “What about the specialist programme in San Diego?”

“I’ve been offered a job at Foster’s.”

“The crop and doc guy?! You said his practice was a joke. You’re totally against that. Paige, no! You’re better than that.”

“And you’re better than the DEA but we’re a family so you do what you got to do, right?” Her sister’s voice had lost its usual sparkle.

“No, Paige. We’ve worked too hard. I’m not going to let you throw it all away.”

“Don’t start getting dramatic. I’m not throwing it away. I will still be a vet. I just will be working with smaller animals than I expected. And chopping bits of them off… But you get that. Your dream wasn’t the DEA.”

“Paige Lynne Thomson. We’re not talking about me, we’re talking about you.” Beth switched from one foot to the other like a boxer preparing for a fight. “No, scratch that. We’re talking about me too. I took a job with the DEA because it paid our bills because my dream, yes mine, is to see you become a vet. So don’t you dare go throwing that away, or God as my witness… I don’t know what. All I know is I’ve had a shitty last couple of days and you better not pile anything else on me.”

“I love you, Beth.” Her sister’s voice cracked.

“I love you too, Paige. Why are you crying? Don’t you dare cry on me! I’m barely holding it together here. You know…with my allergies and everything.”

“I’m crying because your dream is to see me achieve my dream. You’re a good sister. No, you’re just a good person.”

Beth’s throat burned. She didn’t feel like a good person. She had left too much to her baby sister, allowed Paige to shoulder most of the burden alone. But that was going to change. Financial support wasn’t enough. “Promise me you’ll go to San Diego when you graduate.”

“But someone has to take care of Mom. I need—”

Beth cut her off. “You need to listen to your older, and wiser, and bossier sister. I will take care of Mom. Your job it just to finish school and start your dream job on the beach with the surfers and sailors and whatever else they have in San Diego.”

“Mexican food. They have great Mexican food.”

“Paige, if you want great Mexican food move into my spare room. Texas has the best Mexican food outside of Mexico. And we have animals that need vets, lots of them.” She was only partially teasing. She would love for her little sister and her mom to move to Texas so she could look after them and be a family again. No matter how old her sister got, she would always be her baby sister. “Promise me you’ll take the internship.”

“I can’t.”

“Don’t be stupid. Of course you can. We’ll figure it out. I just heard today there is a promotion in the Sacramento office. I’m a shoo-in. I can come home and take care of Mom. Everything is going to be fine.” It was a bald-face lie but Beth felt no shame in telling it. She would tell her sister anything to keep her from giving up her dream. The truth was that the only way she would get a job at her pay grade in the Sacramento office was if someone died or retired. And they were a surprisingly sprightly and long-serving bunch. “Just promise me you’ll take the internship.”

“You’re coming home?” The joy in Paige’s voice made her heart hurt.

Beth closed her eyes. She was digging her own grave, Paige would be pissed when she realised Beth was lying to her. But she would be pissed in Southern California, practising neurology on four-legged creatures, what she had dreamed of for more years than Beth could remember. Beth silently counted to five before she answered. “It is just a formality at this point, you know the bureaucracy. So much paperwork.”

The rest of the conversation was a blur, with Beth only registering a few words from every sentence. She was too busy planning her return to California. There was no job at her level, she wasn’t even sure if she could take a pay cut to get back in the Sacramento office. She might be able to manage something in the San Francisco office but that would mean a 200-mile round-trip drive every day. Or she could look at the Fresno office. She shook her head at the thought; there was a reason Fresno was known as the armpit of California. But then again, beggars couldn’t be choosers and all that crap.

Beth finished the conversation and put down the phone. What was she going to do? She pulled out her laptop and starting looking up decent places to live between Fresno and Sacramento. Maybe her mom wouldn’t object to moving away from Folsom, if they split the difference. A twinge of resentment niggled at her, but it was immediately replaced with a tidal wave of guilt. She had no right to be annoyed. Her mom didn’t choose to be sick. God she was a shitty daughter. Her mom had a debilitating disease and Beth had the audacity to feel inconvenienced.

Beth looked at the website set up by the city of Fresno to encourage tourism. What a colossal waste of money that was! No one in their right mind would go to Fresno by choice. Unless of course you had no choice because your ill mother refused to move too far away from your incarcerated father. Suddenly Beth realised the one silver lining of her mother’s Alzheimer’s was that she may eventually forget about the deadbeat she claimed to love.

“God I’m a shitty person,” Beth said aloud. She was actually looking forward to her mother’s illness progressing so she would have a clean break from her father once and for all. Beth hung her head. She did not bother wiping away her tears because as soon as she wiped one away, another fell in its place.

***

Torres stopped when he saw her. From the darkness of the sidewalk he could see her sitting at her kitchen counter, working on her laptop. It was too far to see if her face was contorted in concentration, but he was certain it was. In his mind he saw her with two deep lines between her eyes.

She was alive.

Unexpected relief washed over him. He tried to shrug it off, but he could not shake the feeling of gratitude. It couldn’t be because he cared about her as an individual, he just didn’t want to be responsible for another death. He already needed a lifetime to make amends for his transgressions. At least she wasn’t going to be one of them.

He paused before he knocked on her door. He still had time to leave; cross the border into Nuevo Laredo and never look back…but her death would always be there in his mind, chasing him. He had a shit chance of finding peace as it was. He could not let her die too, even if it meant leaving Martinez to the DEA. He closed his eyes and apologised to Moses. He had been his best friend, would he understand?

There wasn’t time to think any more. It was time for action. Torres pounded on the black gloss panel of the front door.

A few seconds later, Beth opened the front door. The widening of her eyes told him she did not know who she was opening the door to. He clenched his jaw at the thought.

“Hi,” Beth said, clearly confused by his presence on her doorstep. But no one was more surprised than him.

Her dark blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Her eyes were bloodshot and rimmed with scarlet circles, which served to intensify the pale blue colour of her eyes.

“Do you always open your door to strangers?”

Beth shook her head. “I thought you were my neighbour, Anna.” She looked past him to the darkened street. “What’s wrong? Why are you here?”

Torres pushed past her, turned on his heel and closed and bolted the door behind him before moving to the kitchen where he turned off the lights and let down the blinds of the large picture window that faced the street.

“Is your back door locked?” he demanded.

“Yes of course. But what are you doing.”

Torres did not stop to answer. He moved to the living room, again closing the curtains and turning off the lights, before checking the locks on the remaining windows.

Beth followed closely behind him. “Torres, what in the hell is going on?” she demanded, her voice rising.

Finally when the house was secure and darkened, he turned to her. “You need to get out of here; it’s not safe.”

“What are you talking about? Is it Flores? Did he make you? Is your cover blown?”

Torres shook his head, forgetting the room was black. “No, worse, Los Treintas”

Beth didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure if she had heard him. He needed to see her face again to know what she was thinking. “Do you have any candles?”

“In my dining room.”

Torres followed the sound of her footsteps.

Beth struck a match and lit the two taper candles at the centre of the large oak table.

“Tell me what’s going on. How did the Treintas make you?”

Torres shook his head. There was no easy way to tell someone a hit had been taken out on them. No doubt she would cry, maybe scream. Christ, he didn’t do emotion, his or other people’s. He reached into his back pocket, and paused before he handed her the photo Flores had received. “Maybe I should have brought M&M’s. You might need them.”

Beth reached for the photo. The furrow between her eyes deepened as she examined the picture. She dropped the photo to the table. “This needs to be dusted for prints. Who else has touched it?”

“Just Flores.”

“Flores?” Beth scrutinised the photo. “Could he have taken it?”

Torres ran a hand over his shaved head as he considered the possibility for the first time. “No…I don’t think so. I doubt it.” Suddenly he wasn’t sure. He wasn’t sure of much any more. Surely Flores would have killed him at his apartment if he had made him…unless he wanted Torres to lead him to Beth: two birds with one stone. Shit. Had he led Flores right to her? His gut clenched at the thought.

Beth shook her head. “No, I don’t think it was Flores. Look at the angle. We can’t tell the distance it was taken from but we can work backward and see where it was taken. Obviously the photographer was across the street, on the same side as the diner, but this was taken from East of the gas station and the diner is to the West. I guess it would be possible for Torres to have walked up the street but I would have seen him, or you would have. No, I don’t think it was him.”

Beth tapped her finger on the table. “See how the scorpion circles my head. Its tail is pointing at me. This is personal. This hit was ordered from the top. It was El Escorpion. We’re getting close.” Beth’s eyes widened and there was a hint of a smile on her face. He expected tears and shrieking, but she was happy.

“Someone has ordered a hit on you.” Torres spelled it out just in case Beth had missed the point. She was either the bravest or strangest woman he had ever met.

Beth looked up briefly. “Yeah I get that.” She returned her gaze to the picture, studying intently, as if it held a vital clue.

“I think you might be in shock.”

She did not bother looking up. “I’m not in shock. Though I doubt I would know if I was, but no, this isn’t shock. This is me working.”

“You need to get out of here, go into protective custody.”

Beth’s head shot up. “No! This is my case. I have been on El Escorpion’s tail for two years. I’m not going to let someone else get the collar while I’m being babysat. There is a reason I’m heading this task force.”

“Then go back to California. Work the case there. Stay with your family.”

Beth shook her head. For the first time there was a look of panic in her eyes. “I’m not going to bring this shit storm to my family’s doorstep.”

She was more worried about her family’s safety than her own. Torres’ chest tightened as he considered the information; he understood that feeling.

“You can’t stay here.” She may not care about her safety, but he wasn’t going to let her martyr herself for a cause. He really shouldn’t give a shit about what Beth Thomson did or didn’t do. It was her life, but…but, shit, even he had enough sense to consider self-preservation.

 “I know.” She stood up and crossed the room to where Torres was still standing. “We’re almost there. We strike now. Martinez is the key. Patterson thinks he’s a dead end, but he’s not. I need to re-interview him. I should have gone with my gut. It’s no coincidence that we find out Archila’s killer and then El Escorpion hires a hit. We are very close. We’re almost done.” Beth threw her arms around Torres and squeezed with a pressure that defied her frame. She was small but she was strong. “It’s almost over.” Elation and relief coloured her words. Torres stood rigid as she embraced him. He could not remember the last time someone hugged him. He remembered the last time he’d had sex, but that didn’t count, there was no emotion in that, no joy at least, just two people finding release.

A heaviness pulled at his heart as he realised the last time he was embraced must have been at Archila’s funeral; when he promised Moses’ sister that he would make things right. For a moment he could not breathe as the memory transported him back to the day. His arms felt like lead. He could not lift them to return the embrace.

But he did not fight it either. He closed his eyes and let himself feel the comfort of another body. She was closer than anyone had been in a long time, and it felt…good. This was what normal people did. They shared their joy…and their pain.

Too quickly it was over. Beth pushed herself away from him. Had he had the strength, he might have put his arms around her and not let her go until he had burned in the memory of what the simple act of embracing felt like.

The elation on her face was replaced by embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I got carried away. It’s just we have been working on this so long. I can now start to see the end. Martinez knows who El Escorpion is. I can feel it. I should have seen it before. I should have known Martinez wasn’t a dead end. We need to follow that lead. Patterson will get on board once he sees this.”

Beth stopped, suddenly her face changed, like she remembered where she was. “I’m sorry about that… I shouldn’t have done that. I mean I wish I hadn’t, so let’s just pretend I didn’t. Hell, maybe I am in shock,” Beth said awkwardly, clearly uncomfortable with the situation.

“Yeah maybe,” Torres said, managing to keep the bitterness from his voice. Of course she didn’t want to be hugging him, who could blame her? She knew too much about him to think that was a good idea.

Beth’s mouth opened and then snapped shut again. She turned and left the dining room, stopping after a few steps. Even in the dim light he could read her features as she struggled to find the words. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

Torres’ jaw tightened. “Me too.”

He followed, aware that she had still not agreed to go into protective custody. Beth walked through to the kitchen, opened a drawer and pulled out a flashlight before walking to the back end of the house, to a room he presumed was her bedroom. Her room was just as he would imagine it. The walls were painted a light yellow. Her bed was a wooden white four-poster. There were fresh blue bonnets in a vase on the table beside the bed along with a stack of books. Everything about the room was feminine and sweet. Nothing about it said DEA agent, it was just the room of a normal sweet woman. She didn’t fit in his world, and he didn’t fit in hers.

Beth pulled out a black carry-on bag from the bottom of her closet and sat it on the bed. She opened the top drawer and pulled out several pairs of underwear and bras. She did not bother closing the first drawer before opening the next.

“Have you decided where you want to go?”

Beth continued opening drawers and throwing clothing at her suitcase. If there was a system in place, it did not involve folding the clothes. She stopped briefly to look past him to the kitchen. “My passport is in my purse. I have a copy of my birth certificate. I’ll text Anna from the airport to ask her to watch my cat. I’ll call Patterson and tell him we’re following the Martinez lead. He can meet me at the airport.” Beth spun around, hand on hip, her fingers frantically tapping on her side as she ran through her to-do list.

“My gun.” She turned the dials on the black metal box on her dresser. “It’s such a pain to fly with a gun…I don’t want to leave it here… No, if Martinez knows we are looking for him, he could leave Mexico. If he crosses into South America, we will lose him. We need to find him. I need to speak to the Mexico City office. I wish I knew the agents there better. I don’t know any of them well enough to trust them.”

Torres doubted she knew anyone well enough to trust them. Every time he saw her, the more she reminded him of a skittish cat. He was confident she would do everything alone if she could. It must kill her to have to work in a team.

Beth spoke quickly, asking and answering questions as she planned.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he finally asked after watching her open every drawer.

She did not look up from shoving clothes into her bag to answer. “Mexico. I’m going to find Martinez.”

Torres ran a hand over the stubble of his shaved head. She was insane, certifiably insane…with a death wish. “You’re not going to Mexico.”

For the first time, she stopped and looked at him. A flash of defiance shot through her eyes. “Because you want Martinez.”

Torres let out a long breath. Martinez had nothing to do with this. He didn’t want her to go…because…shit…why didn’t he want her to go? He didn’t give a shit about her, but he could not let her go…hell if he knew why. He shook his head. “We’re not talking about spring break in Cancun. You’ll stand out like a sore thumb. It’ll take all of five minutes before you get yourself murdered…or kidnapped …or God knows what.” He knew exactly what kind of danger waited for her on the other side of the border and he was not above spelling it out for her if she didn’t stop being stupid.

“Don’t. Don’t try to scare me. I know what happens down there. I have read every file ever written about every cartel operating in Central and South America. I trained you after all. I know how they operate. I also know today has been the shittiest day of my life until ten minutes ago. I finally see a way out so I don’t care what horror stories you tell me, because I am going to find El Escorpion and I am going to get moved back to California. Hell, I will be running the Sacramento office, if we pull this off. This is win, win, Torres. We both want out. Neither of us wants to be dealing with the Treintas or Zetas any more.”

She was pleading with him, her voice thin and panicked.

Torres narrowed his eyes and considered her words. God he wanted out, more than she could ever know. “Why do you think Martinez knows who El Escorpion is? No one knows who he is. The guy they shot in Mexico City was his bodyguard. We can’t even cobble together a composite sketch because all eyewitnesses end up dead. Now that all Treintas have the scorpion tattoo on their hand, we can’t even rely on that for an ID.”

Beth shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I won’t know if I don’t at least try. I can’t do this any more. I need to get out of Texas.”

Torres eyed her dubiously “You hate Texas that much?”

Beth shook her head. “Texas is fine.” She hesitated like she was trying to decide what to tell him. “My family needs me back in California.”

“Why?” he asked when she didn’t continue.

Beth’s eyes widened, clearly not expecting a follow-up question.

“Yes, why? You want to go off on a suicide mission, I’d like to know your motivation.”

Beth was silent for a long moment. “My mom is sick. She has…” She shook her head. Her lip trembled. He thought she would cry but she didn’t “She has Alzheimer’s,” she whispered. “My God that is the first time I’ve said it out loud. My mom has Alzheimer’s. My mom has Alzheimer’s” Her voice grew louder, stronger.

“I’m sorry,” Torres said. He remembered her bloodshot eyes when he had come in. She had been crying about her mom.

“Me too.” Beth sat down on the edge of the bed, rubbing her eyes. “She can’t live by herself any more and my sister has a fantastic job opportunity in Southern California. I need to get back to California so I can take care of my mom. My chances of a spot in California at my pay grade are nigh on impossible, but if I could identify El Escorpion, I would be running the Sacramento office by the end of the month.”

Torres felt the need to point out the obvious. “Who would take care of your mom if you’re dead?”

Beth was silent for a long time. “I know…I shouldn’t say this…but…geez, I tell you stuff I shouldn’t, but if I was dead, it wouldn’t be my problem any more. I’m a shitty person. I know, feel free to judge me.”

Torres crossed the room and took a seat beside her on the bed. Had he ever been in a woman’s bedroom, other than of course to have sex? He hadn’t, as far as he could remember. But why would he? There was no need. Heart to heart conversations on the end of the bed were out of his realm. Ask him to dissemble a bomb on the roadside, or hit a moving target, he was your man, but talking was definitely not in his skillset. Luckily Beth didn’t seem to want comfort or platitudes, she just wanted to talk, and even he could manage that, he just needed to keep his mouth shut and let her keep going. Thank God she wasn’t crying. In truth he actually respected her for keeping it together. He assumed she would lose it. She wasn’t stupid or strange; she was brave, and despite himself he admired her for it. It wasn’t an attribute he had ever assigned a woman.

He realised that he had never had a female friend. There were plenty of women in his life, his mom and aunties, but no one he would call a friend.

“I get it,” Torres said.

Beth looked up. “What part? The being a shitty person part or the not really being worried about dying because life is pretty hard right now part?”

“Both,” he admitted. “But if you’re shitty, I’m diabolical.”

Beth smiled. She was pretty when she smiled. She did not do it often, but when she did her face brightened and the deep creases in her forehead became just a shadow. “To be fair, anyone short of the devil would seem like a decent person to you at this point. So I probably shouldn’t gauge myself by your standards.”

Torres nodded. “Fair point. But you’re still not going to Mexico.”

Beth gave a soft laugh as she stood. “That’s cute, you acting like you have a vote in what I do. This is my case, Torres. You’ve helped tremendously, but this is mine.”

This wasn’t a game and she needed to know that.

“What’s your plan, Gatita? Going to fly down to Mexico and start asking question? Going to take on a convoy with your six bullets?” Torres rose and in an instant he was beside her, his hand covering the worn leather gun holster. If he wanted he could have it out, and pointed at her. Beth pulled away, but his other hand had circled her waist. He pulled her in, crushing her against him. Fear flashed in her eyes and he pounced on it, used it against her. “Do I scare you, Gatita? There are plenty more just like me where you’re headed.” Torres pushed her against the bed, holding onto her as he lowered her against the mattress. He was on top of her, pressing against her, pinning her in place, his body hard against hers at every juncture. Her breath was coming in small frantic pants. She was trapped and at his mercy.

He lowered his head and whispered into her ear. “Remember when Flores had you? What do you think he would have done if I hadn’t stopped him?”

“Stop,” she whispered, her voice strained, as she struggled to turn her head away from him.

Torres held her head in place, a large hand on either side of her face, his thumb pressing into the delicate hollow of her neck where her heart beat fast against him. “Open your eyes.”

Slowly her lids rose. Far from the fear he expected, there was defiance. And something else…

“What would he have done to you, Gatita?”

Her lips pursed together. “He would have hurt me.”

Torres shook his head. “No, Gatita. He would have tortured you and then raped you, and then tortured you some more until you begged him to kill you.”

“No,” she said defiantly. “He would have raped me and tortured me, but I would have never begged him to kill me. I would have gotten through it and then I would have gone after him. And I wouldn’t stop until I found him and he begged me to kill him.” She barely had enough oxygen in her lungs to breathe but she spat the words out with enough force for Torres to know they were true.

He leaned in further until his lips brushed her ear. He breathed in deep, letting the clean scent of her wash over him. He shouldn’t be aroused. She was plain, even boring; she said it herself. There was nothing special about her. Her face was forgettable. Her breasts were small. But there was something…something there…his body responded to. It had been so long, he had almost forgotten what it felt like for the blood to pool at his core, for his body to strain almost painfully, ready for the slightest touch to ignite the fire. This time it was he who closed his eyes, not wanting to move. He wouldn’t let himself go any further. It was every shade of fucked up to even think about it. If she knew even a tenth of the depravity that he had been involved in since he joined Los Zetas, she would recoil. The desire he saw in her eyes before would be replaced with disdain and fear, maybe even hatred.

But he didn’t want to let go yet. Once it was over, there was no telling when he would feel it again, the normality of craving another person’s touch. He had had plenty of opportunities for sex over the last two years but any of the women that were willing to take him into their beds wasn’t a woman he wanted to be with.

He breathed in another deep scent of apple from her hair. He moved in closer, just a fraction, so his lips almost brushed her temple. She was so close but he wouldn’t go any further. He could almost feel the softness of her skin. He couldn’t let himself touch her but he could imagine what it would feel like.

And then she turned her head towards him, and he could feel her skin, warm and soft, exactly how he imagined. Her breath was hot on his neck, her body slack and supple beneath him.

“Don’t move,” he breathed against her forehead. Speaking allowed his lips to caress her skin without kissing her. He wasn’t crossing any lines. He was just speaking to her…holding her…letting himself remember what it felt like.

“I can’t, even if I tried.”

Torres closed his eyes again. He would move. He just needed another minute to feel her heart beating against his chest, another minute to smell her hair, and another minute to pretend this was something he could have.

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t do normal any more, maybe he never could.

“You’re not going to Mexico,” Torres said as he shifted his weight, allowing her to wiggle free if she chose to.

But she didn’t.

“I have to. I’m out of choices, Torres. I need this. I know you want Martinez. And by all rights, he is yours, but I need this.” Her voice was strong but her eyes were pleading.

Martinez. At least the devil had a name now. For two years he had just been the man who had shot Torres and killed Archila. Why had Moses gotten involved with the Zetas? Why had his life deteriorated so much, that he felt that was a viable option? Guilt clawed at him. He should have been there for Moses. He should have tried to get him help sooner. If he had, none of this would have happened. “And then what?”

“Then we’re done. Both of us can move on. We go our separate ways and this all becomes a distant memory that we bore our families with.”

Torres rolled off her. God he wanted to be done. For two years “done” had meant avenging Archila’s death. He never kidded himself that “done” would be moving on. Where could he go where the guilt wouldn’t follow him?

“Martinez was last seen on the border of Sonora and Sinaloa,” he said. He told her as a warning.

Beth was quiet for too long. “You figured that out faster than I thought you would. But actually he is in Culiacan.”

Torres narrowed his eyes. The muscles of his back knotted uncomfortably as anger worked its way through his body. The taste of betrayal was bitter in his mouth. “You knew where Martinez was and you didn’t tell me. You said it yourself, Martinez is mine.”

Beth took a protective step back. The small movement was pointless. Torres could have her pinned again in an instant if he wanted. And he might if he trusted himself. He didn’t have the self-control, anger had robbed him of it.

“I told you enough to find him. I knew you would figure it out eventually. I gave you the gun, I wasn’t going to give you the bullets too.”

Torres nodded slowly. “Is this all part of your credible deniability? Or do you get off on control? What a nice world you live in, where you can get to pick and choose the truth. You get to decide what you know. You tell yourself lies and you actually believe them. Christ I wish the real world was that simple.”

“It’s not like that,” Beth started.

“It’s not like what, Beth? Tell me more. What else have you lied to me about?”

Beth took another step back. “I didn’t lie to you. You never asked where Martinez was. I knew you would find him and…” Beth stopped and took a breath before she continued. “I knew what you would do when you found him. Just because I know what you are going to do does not mean I condone it in any way. I wanted you to have time to consider your impulses before you acted on them.”

“Because the last two years weren’t long enough to think about it,” he scoffed. “That’s not why you didn’t tell me. You didn’t tell me so you could pretend you were not responsible for what happened. You don’t want to know what I am going to do. You’re happy that it gets done but you can’t be bothered with the messy part. And yes Beth, it will be messy. Let me tell you what is going to happen.”

Beth raised her hands. “No. Please don’t. OK…yeah, you’re right. I don’t want to know. I like pretending the world is fair and kind and people don’t get shoved into barrels and set on fire. I’m not going to apologise for that. I would go crazy if I let myself think about every detail of every crime I have read about. That’s how I cope, and it works for me. I am a good agent because I don’t get bogged down with the ugly stuff. The reason I can be in charge of this task force and not go bat-shit crazy is because I compartmentalise and rationalise.”

“No, you ignore it, Beth. There’s a difference. How can you think you can go to Sinaloa and get Martinez if you can’t even stomach the details of what I’m planning to do to him? Are you planning on just looking away at that part? Is that your plan? You’ll stay in the car with your fingers in your ears. Great plan. Ignoring things always makes them go away.”

Even in the shadows of the darkened room, he could see the lines between her eyes deepen as she thought. “You want to go to Mexico together? If I’ve been made, chances are you have too.”

He could almost see Beth running through scenarios as her eyes darted from side to side. She was scared of him. At least she had the sense to be afraid. “You still wonder if I’ve gone native. You’re scared I will get you down to Mexico and that will be the last anyone sees of you. It has happened to hundreds of women. It could just as soon be you. Maybe I made this all up. Maybe I am a Zeta now.”

Beth considered his words for a few moments “Maybe,” she admitted. “But even as a Zeta we have a common enemy.”

“That doesn’t make us friends,” he warned her.

“I don’t need a friend. I just need to find El Escorpion and get home.”

“Is it worth risking your life?”

Without taking a breath she answered, “Yes.”

Torres ran a hand over his shaved head. He recognised that determination. He couldn’t leave her here. And he sure as hell couldn’t let her go alone. Patterson was as good as useless. If he went with her, he would get them both killed. Why the DEA had assigned the two whitest people in America to lead the Treinta task force was beyond him. Neither of them even spoke Spanish for Christ’s sake. “We’ll take the next flight to Mazatlan. It’s faster and I don’t want to be driving through the Northern states.”

Beth nodded. “Yeah. OK, we’ll fly. I need to call Patterson. And my sister. I wish I had stocked up on food for Samson. I’ll just leave cash for Anna. I’m going to have to give the Mexico City office a heads up but I want to do it face to face.” Beth crossed the room into the bathroom. A stained-glass nightlight shaped like a windmill cast purple and red light across the white tiles. “I don’t have travel-size shampoo or toothpaste. I will need to buy those in Mexico. Must call my credit card company from the airport to tell them to expect foreign transactions.”

She was off again, mentally writing a to-do list. This must be here verbal equivalent of M&M’s to relax. He listened, letting her list every minute detail of their trip: where they would rent a car when they got to Mexico, what credit card to put the flights on in order to get travel insurance, how she would keep track of expenses. Everything was covered, but there was one thing suspiciously absent from the list.

“Going to call your boyfriend and tell him you’re going on vacation with the man you slept with last night?”

Beth closed the medicine cabinet but she didn’t turn to look at him. She cleared her throat a few times before she said, “It’s a casual thing. I’ll call him when I get back.”

“Good idea to keep it casual. None of my business but he hardly seems worth the effort if he doesn’t make you come.” He couldn’t resist baiting her, watching her squirm was one of the few pleasures he had left.

She cleared her throat again before turning to face him. “We’re not going to discuss Neil, now or ever.”

“You don’t have to discuss anything. Pretty telling that you listed a hundred things to do and he didn’t even get a mention.”

Her nostril’s flared slightly. “I just said we’re not discussing it.”

“How cute, you thinking you have a say in what I say.” He used her words against her.

Beth was silent for a long moment as she tapped her foot against the tile floors. “Fine, talk about Neil but it is going to be a monologue because I’m not going to be involved. I’ll just have my own conversation about Archila. I think I want to discuss your military service. You served two tours together, right?” Beth held her hand up. “No don’t answer. Remember we’re having separate conversations and I’m talking about how you got that scar.” She pointed at his chest. “Only two people survived that explosion, you and Archila. Now it’s just you. Talk about survivor’s guilt.”

Torres clenched his jaws together until his teeth ached. He never discussed the attack with anyone, ever. He had never even discussed it with Archila. Once they were home, it was over; there was no need to go back. She knew exactly what she was doing. If she were a man, he would grab her by the throat.

“Careful Beth. I might give you details and we both know you can’t handle that.” She knew exactly the buttons to push, but so did he. If he weren’t so annoyed with her, he would have been impressed that she was brave enough to stand up to him. He knew few men who would. They both knew he could overpower her in an instant; he hoped for her sake, she knew he wasn’t above it.

“I would make an exception for those details. The file left out a lot. I know there were two survivors. Did Archila pull you to safety? Is that how it happened? Is that why you feel so guilty? He saved you but you couldn’t save him? You think if you had been a better friend he wouldn’t have gotten involved with the Zetas?” She took a step towards him, showing she wasn’t scared.

Torres clenched his hands together into fists. It was a dangerous game she was playing.

She took another step. “I’m pretty good at details when I need to be, Torres. So don’t worry about me.” Her eyes brimmed with determination, her pointed chin pushed out defiantly.

Torres shook his head. She had no idea the things she was going to see in Mexico but suddenly he didn’t care about shielding her. The world was ugly and she needed to know. No amount of ignoring reality would change that. “Get your bag, Gatita. There is a big bad world waiting for you.”


Chapter Five

Beth buckled her seatbelt for landing. She turned around to look for Torres three rows behind her. They had not been able to get seats together on the early morning flight from San Antonio, which was probably for the best. Neither of them was great at small talk at the best of times and she had told him enough about herself already to last a lifetime. Patterson, her partner, knew far less about her. Hell, Adam Frazer, the Administration therapist, knew less about her.

Torres was staring out the window into the darkened sky. The horizon was dotted with the bright lights of the city. Beth had never been to Mexico. Sadly she had never been out of the United States. Until she joined the DEA she had been one of the 54% of Americans who did not have a passport. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to travel; she just never could afford it. In truth she wanted to travel more than anything. It had always been her dream to see as many places as she could before she died. She was jealous of people who could drop things into a conversation, like “when I was in Paris”, or “that reminds me of something I saw in Rio”. She was even jealous that Torres had been to Iraq. She would never admit that to anyone because it sounded insane, but she had a book about tourism in Iraq, and it looked beautiful…well, the parts that weren’t war-torn.

She absently stroked the blue vinyl cover: at last she would have a stamp in her passport. The first of many, she promised herself. Once this was over and things were sorted with her mom, she would travel.

Torres glanced over at her. The heat of his stare fell heavily on her. She wished he wouldn’t look at her like that. Even when she turned around, she could still feel his stare on her. He was a peculiar man, too intense for his own good. The irony was not lost on Beth; no one had ever accused her of being carefree, but he took being tightly wound to the next level.

Beth clenched the armrests until her fingers drained of colour. She closed her eyes and counted backwards from ten, reminding herself flying was one of the safest forms of travel. She was grateful that the woman next to her spilled over the seat as it meant she was at least touching another human being. The thing that worried her most about death was doing it alone. Again the irony was not lost on her; in life she preferred to do everything alone but if she were going to meet her end, she would have preferred not to face the abyss alone.

Beth opened her eyes once she felt the heavy thud of the plane hitting asphalt. She let out the breath she had been holding; no facing the abyss today.

“Scared flyer,” Torres said once he was beside her. It wasn’t a question, but nor did it sound like a judgement, just a statement of fact.

With anyone else she would have made an excuse to cover any signs of vulnerability. “No, I think I’d have rather taken my chances driving through the Northern states.”

“That bad, huh?” Torres asked.

Beth nodded. “I can handle anything on the ground. Not so much at 30,000 feet.”

“You certainly like your control.” Torres lifted down her carry-on and placed it on the seat in front before taking down his own.

She shrugged her shoulders. “No more than anyone else. At least…I don’t think. I think everyone wants to be in control. It’s just part of human nature.”

“It’s certainly part of your nature.”

He was facing away from her, in the line waiting to exit the plane, so she could not see his face or tell if he was insulting her or just commenting on another fact.

A soft breeze of warm air caressed her face as she stood at the top of the stairs. She looked up into the bright morning sky. The sun was just rising on the horizon. Mazatlan was beautiful, what she remembered from the pictures she had seen in her mammoth stash of tour books, but all she could see now was the Brutalist architecture of the airport.

“I rented a car,” Beth told Torres as they entered through the sliding glass doors.

“I know.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed in question. She had made the arrangements on her smart phone.

“It was on your list. I’m sure you get everything done on your lists.”

“I do. It is called being organised,” she retorted.

“You don’t even fold your clothes, there is no organisation involved, it’s just straight-up control.”

Beth put down her carry-on and extended the handle so she could roll the bag. “You don’t even know me.”

“Nope, I don’t. That’s how bad you’re hiding it.”

Beth opened her mouth to speak but closed it again once she realised she had nothing productive to say on the matter, instead she walked in silence trying to come up with witty and intuitive things to say about Torres’ shortcomings. She stopped at the counter beneath the green and gold banner of the rental company. She pulled out her purse and produced her driver’s licence and credit card.

Suddenly she remembered that Torres didn’t know she spoke Spanish, and she wanted to keep it that way, even if it meant playing the rude American tourist.

She smiled apologetically at the woman at the desk. She looked barely old enough to drive a car herself. “Hi, I ordered a car. My name is Beth Thomson.” She cringed inwardly; not even attempting to speak Spanish was rude, she hated when people did that. Normally she would have a go at any language because it was far better to fail miserably but make an effort, than be so ethnocentric to assume everyone in the world speaks the same language as you. She slid her cards across the desk. She wished she had had time to print out a confirmation. That would have been so much easier, no communication required then, just typing numbers in a computer.

Torres could have helped her by translating but he didn’t, he just stared at her with his half smile.

“I hear Spanish is a good language to learn in your line of work,” he said.

Beth glanced over at the customer service agent who was frantically typing away at her keyboard. Eventually the woman walked away from her desk, returning moments later with a set of keys.

“Do you want to ensure him to drive?” The woman pointed at Torres. Her English was perfect and peppered only slightly with an accent, which Beth placed as Guatemalan.

Beth shook her head. “No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you.”

“Of course it won’t be. You wouldn’t want to give up control of that too.”

Beth plastered a smile to her face that she didn’t feel. “Actually yes. Could we please add him?”

She would rather drive but the brief flash of surprise on Torres’ face made it worth it. They signed the papers and thanked the woman for her help.

She paused briefly to admire the line of palm trees at the front of the airport. They gave the structure a tropical feel and put her immediately in mind of a vacation. When this was over she was definitely going to take a vacation, but not to Mexico. She had no doubt it was beautiful and she loved the food and the people, she just needed to put as much space as possible between her and her job. And for her Mexico would always represent murder and cartels. It was a shame really, because from the little she had seen already, she knew she would like it.

Beth opened the trunk of the light blue Dodge Neon and put in her luggage. They had stopped production on the car almost a decade earlier. If she stopped to think about it too long she might worry about its safety rating. But then again if she stopped too long to think about her safety, she wouldn’t be in Mexico in the first place or even in the DEA for that matter, and she certainly wouldn’t be keeping company with Torres.

“Where are we going?”

“You’re the one with the plan,” Torres said as he slid the keys into the ignition.

“I do have a plan. I just don’t have hotel reservations.”

“Because it wasn’t on the list.”

Beth smacked her lips in a sound of frustration. “Nope.”

“Lucky I have a place.”

Beth nodded. “That is lucky.”

His eyes curled into crescent moons. They were smiling even though his mouth wasn’t. He looked less scary this way, but only slightly. He had not had time to shave his head and his hair was growing in quickly. The thick black stubble did little to soften his features but she doubted anything would. At least he looked slightly less like a criminal with the shadow of hair.

“You sure you don’t want to drive, Gatita?”

Beth shook her head. She was desperate to drive but showing Torres she could loosen her grip on the reins was more important. Why she cared what he thought was beyond her. “I am happy to let you drive.”

“No you’re not,” he smirked “But it is good for you.”

Before she could stop herself she made a pfft sound.

“Trust me. If you let yourself lose control a little you might even learn the sounds women make in bed. There’s no control when you’re coming. You can be in control of everything up until that point, but then you have to let go. I think if you could let go a little your to-do list might even include a phone call to your boyfriend.”

Her pulse quickened as his mouth curled over the words. Her blood burned hot in her cheeks, every heartbeat sending more burning liquid to the surface. He was staring at her again, the way that she could feel. “Spoken like a man who thinks he could do better.”

His eyes were dark, the black of his dilated pupils blocking out all colour. “Spoken like a woman who wants me to try.” Torres put the car into gear and pulled out.

Beth’s mouth was suddenly dry. Her skin was on fire now. Her gaze fell to his full lips, far too soft for his harsh features. She was overtaken with a desire to close her eyes and press her mouth into his. She had no doubt that all her anxiety and annoyance would be temporarily forgotten the moment their lips touched. His body radiated heat and a strange magnetism that pulled her in despite every warning her mind threw at her. She couldn’t think, couldn’t articulate why kissing him was a bad idea, her body was too consumed with the desire to act on the reckless impulse.

Geez, she needed to get it together. Staring at his mouth wasn’t the way forward. She forced herself to lower her gaze to his hands, his strong callused hands. Damn, that wasn’t going to help either. Her imagination went running with images of all the things he could do with his hands. There was something seriously wrong with her. She was attracted to Torres.

No she, wasn’t, her traitorous body was. Her mind was still very much in control of the situation and once her blood supply returned to its normal course, she was going to go through all the reasons she did not like Torres. In the back of her mind, she knew there was a long list, shame she could not remember a single thing on it. She had a tendency to forget things when she was with him; like forgetting to keep her private life private, and forgetting to be outraged when he pinned her to the bed. The truth was she liked it. She liked being in control but it turned out she also liked having the control taken away from her completely.

It had been the most liberating and invigorating sensation of her life, his weight heavy on her. She could not have stopped him even if she tried, but that was OK, because for a brief moment there was nothing he could have done with her body that she would not have wanted. Later she would worry about what that said about her as a liberated self-declared feminist woman.

Secretly she was glad he was driving because it gave her a chance to look out the window and enjoy her surroundings. The sun was now perched higher in the cloudless sky. Mazatlan was as beautiful as she had gathered from her guide books. The coastline was rocky and arid but below the steep drop was the bluest water Beth had ever seen. It put the murky water of Folsom lake, where she had learned to swim as a kid, to shame. Even the buildings were beautiful, massive hotel after hotel, each a soft colour that melded with the natural beauty of the city. The architecture surprised her, especially the quaint shops with broad balconies. They reminded her of the buildings she had seen in the brochures for Disney World. She had never actually been, but she had a fairly good idea what it looked like. When she was a kid, her dad had promised to take her, but she still hadn’t been because he made a lot of promises that he didn’t keep.

“It’s beautiful.” Beth didn’t realise she’d said it out loud until Torres answered.

“It is.”

“Do you like being based here?” Beth realised he might think it was a stupid question. Torres made no secret that he was not enjoying his tenure in the DEA. Like her, it was just a means to an end. They were similar that way except her end wasn’t killing someone.

He nodded. “It beats the hell out of Laredo, that’s for sure.”

“But you grew up in Laredo.”

“Exactly.”

“I get that. I would rather be in Mazatlan than Sacramento any day.”

“But you’re doing everything you can to get back to California.”

Beth turned to look at another line of palm trees. “I know. Not exactly the life I dreamed of but reality has a nasty habit of pissing on dreams, doesn’t it?”

“That it does,” Torres agreed. “What was your dream, Gatita?”

Beth shrugged her shoulders.

Torres turned down a steep narrow road. The only thing that kept them from dropping off the cliff into the Pacific Ocean was a crumbling rock wall. Beth held her breath as he manoeuvred down the hill. Thankfully no one was coming in the other direction because there was no way two cars could fit on the road. “Come on, Beth. You brought it up. What would you rather be doing with your life?”

“I’d rather be driving in the carpool lane of the freeway in California.” She subconsciously drew in her shoulders, as if making herself smaller would help the car through the narrow gap.

“Just close your eyes, Beth. If you keep holding your breath you’re going to pass out.”

She closed her eyes. It did help because if she couldn’t see the steep drop to the ocean she could pretend it wasn’t there. She was just on a nice Sunday drive.

“Better?” Torres asked.

“Yes.”

“Then tell me, Beth. Why did you choose a career with the DEA?”

Beth kept her eyes closed. His deep voice was soothing. Maybe it was the raspy timbre or the confidence, but it relaxed her, which was hard to do. She was asked this question a lot. She had a stock answer about safety and justice and purpose, but it was all bullshit. There was no harm in telling Torres the truth. She doubted he would think any less of her for it. “I didn’t pick the DEA. They picked me. In college they had a table at a recruiting fair on campus. One of my professors recommended that I speak to them. I was just finishing my Masters. At that point I wanted to be in the Foreign Service. I had taken the tests, filled out all my paperwork; I was just waiting for a call to see if I got in. But the DEA offered me a job first so I took it because a bird in the hand and all that stuff.”

“You wanted to be an Ambassador?” Torres asked. “I can see that.”

“I was young, I didn’t know what I wanted. I just knew I wanted to travel and I loved foreign policy. But those were pipe dreams. The reality is I had bills to pay, first my student loans and then I needed to help with my sister’s tuition. It never would have worked.” She sounded like she was complaining, which she wasn’t. She was eternally grateful to have a reasonably well paid job with medical and dental insurance. She was living the dream, somebody’s dream, even if it wasn’t hers. “Besides, heading this task force is as international as anyone could hope to get, a Mexican drug lord supplying arms to dissident groups in the Middle East. I think I fell on my feet.” Beth tried to minimise her dissatisfaction; it wasn’t like she hated her job, it just wasn’t what she thought she would be doing with her life.

“Why do you have to pay your sister’s tuition?”

“I don’t have to. I want to. She shouldn’t have to start her career with a massive debt.”

“But it is OK for you to incur debt for her?”

Now there was definitely judgement in his tone. Beth bristled at the thought of anyone judging Paige. Paige had worked her butt off to get into vet school and she had never asked for anyone’s help. Beth paid for her school because she wanted to, not because it was expected. “There’s no need for both us to be in debt.” And Paige was hers, her sister, and her best friend. No six-year-old had ever been happier to have a screaming red-faced baby brought home than Beth. From the moment Beth saw her it was love. There was never any jealously because she was too overjoyed to have her. Beth never minded not having new clothes or fancy toys because she had a baby sister that was all hers.

“If you didn’t need to pay for your sister’s education, would you have taken the job with the DEA?”

Beth was silent for a minute. She opened her eyes. “No,” she finally admitted. “But you wouldn’t have taken the job if Archila wasn’t murdered so I don’t know which is a better reason for a career choice, but we’re both here, so we may as well make the best of it.”

Torres considered her logic. “You’re a pretty good agent for not having your heart in it.”

Beth’s smiled at the small praise. “I’m going to let you in on a secret, I just fake it well.”

The corner of Torres’ mouth pulled into a smirk. “You really don’t. Remember I’ve heard your efforts at faking it.”

Beth covered her face with her hands. “Seriously Torres, must you keep bringing that up?”

“I don’t have to. But I’m going to honest with you, I think I might.”

Beth’s skin warmed. “Oh for the love of God.” Beth rolled down the window and let soft stream of air cool her burning cheeks. There was a smell of salt, both bitter and fresh.

Torres pulled up in front of a yellow stucco house. The small property was the only house on the beach. Like everywhere she had seen in Mazatlan, tall palm trees swayed in the gentle sea breeze. The white sandy beach seemed to stretch on forever. Red terracotta pavers formed a path to the arched opening of the front porch. On either side were ferns and bright orange poppies. The scene looked like a picture from a postcard.

“Is this where you live when you’re in Mexico?” she asked. She knew he divided his time between Mexico and America but she didn’t know anything about the particulars of where he lived because it wasn’t important to the case, it was just another detail.

The house was not at all what she would have expected. It wasn’t that she expected him to be living in a flophouse but she was surprised by the neat presentation. Someone obviously looked after the property.

“Do you have a gardener?” Beth asked.

Torres shook his head.

Beth followed him through the large arched doorway. Sun reflected off the gloss of the parquet floors. Tiny strips of wood were laid out in an intricate pattern she had never seen before. Beth set her bag down. “The floors are beautiful.” Beth turned and studied the décor. All the furniture was made of wood, from the coffee and dining tables to the cupboards and even the couch was a polished oak base with pristine white cushions covering it. The furniture was as beautiful as it was functional, each piece a distinct work of art.

“Thank you.”

Beth ran her hand over the smooth finish of the hall table. Neatly carved into the wood was an ornate letter T. It was subtle, almost merging with the scroll pattern. She then noticed the same emblem on the coffee table.

“T for Torres?” she asked. But she already knew the answer. “Did you make all the furniture?”

Torres nodded.

“And the floor?” Beth had never seen anything like it. The intricate design belonged in a gallery.

“Running drugs provides me with a lot of spare time,” Torres said, clearly uncomfortable with the praise.

“If you weren’t in the DEA would you go back to carpentry?”

Torres shrugged his shoulders. “I would teach. Before you contacted me, I was finishing my Masters degree in Education.”

Beth must have looked surprised because Torres smirked.

“That wasn’t in your file was it?”

“No,” Beth admitted. “I can’t imagine you as a teacher. You would have terrified me when I was in school.” He still scared her but she didn’t add that part.

Torres laughed. It was a deep and carefree sound that was incongruous to his physical appearance. “Admit it Beth, I terrify you now.”

“I think you terrify most people.”

He shrugged. “Probably. But that has its advantages.”

“Yes it does. I for one am grateful you are scary enough to infiltrate Los Zetas. It has made my life so much easier.” They both knew it was more than his menacing appearance that got him in. Torres was committed and fearless and willing to do anything to get the job done; that was the reason she recruited him.

Torres smiled. “Glad my ugly mug is good for something.”

Beth bit the side of her mouth to keep from saying anything. Ugly was not a word she would ever use to describe him. His features were harsh but he was not unattractive. He embodied masculinity, took it to frightening levels. She shifted from one foot to the other as she realised she was staring again. “Is there a place I can plug in my computer?” Beth asked to change the subject back to work, the place where she was in control.

Torres pointed to the solid oak door at the end of the hallway. “You take the bedroom.”

“Are you sure? I’m happy to set up on the couch.”

“It’s OK. I’m up early. I would just end up waking you up anyway.”

Beth nodded. “OK. I’m going to have a shower if that’s OK and then maybe lay down for fifteen minutes.” She struggled to stifle a yawn. It was Sunday morning and she had not slept since Friday night; the night she had fallen asleep beside Torres. And then woken up draped across him…not her finest hour.

“Sure. There are fresh towels in the bathroom. Help yourself to my robe.”

“Thanks.”

They had lots of work to do, but first she needed a few minutes to recharge her batteries. A half an hour should do it.

Beth laid her bag on the large chest of drawers. It had been made with several species of wood, each bringing a unique hue to the piece. Like the other furniture, hidden in the carving was a letter T. She turned and sat on the bed. It was a large kingsize sleigh bed. Beth almost missed the small letters carved into the swirls at the base of the bed. She ran her hand over the smooth wood. She wondered what women had spent time in the bed. Whoever they were, she was sure, they would have had a good time.

Beth shook her head. She really was tired if she was thinking about Torres’ sex life. She needed a shower and a nap, and not necessarily in that order.


Chapter Six

Beth stretched her hands above her head and yawned. She rubbed her eyes and squinted down at her watch. She bolted upright when she saw the time.

“Shit!” It was 4:30. She had slept the entire day. So much for getting to work. Beth pulled back her hair and secured it with a rubber band. There was so much she needed to get done today. Time was of the essence and she had spent the day sleeping.

Suddenly her stomach rumbled and she realised her hunger must have been what woke her up because she would still happily climb back into bed and sleep another eight hours.

Something smelled good. Beth followed the earthy aroma of mesquite to a terrace at the back of the house.

Torres looked up at when he saw her. “I hope you like mahi-mahi.”

Beth nodded. She would love anything right about now.

Torres slid the fish from the grill onto two plates already dressed with roasted corn on the cob and a fresh tomato salad.

“Thank you,” Beth said when he handed her a plate. She sat down beside him on the terrace.

“Wow this is good.” Beth took another bite. There was an explosion of flavour in her mouth, lime and cilantro and a bit of pepper. “Did you make this?”

Torres smirked, pretending to look around. “It’s the maid’s day off.”

Beth shook her head. “I know you cooked it, but did you make the marinade? It’s delicious.” She wasn’t usually a massive fan of fish, but she could quite happily eat this every day for the rest of her life.

Torres nodded. “It’s really simple. I’ll give you the recipe.”

“Please do. You can cook and make furniture. I’m very impressed, Torres.”

“Don’t forget, shoot people in the face and bring millions of dollars’ worth of drugs into America. I’m a modern Renaissance man,” he remarked casually, but there was a hint of sadness in his tone. Most people would not have noticed but Beth knew people and she knew sad.

“Speaking of work, I really need to get started. I can’t believe I slept all day.”

“I can. You were tired. You didn’t sleep at all last night.”

“Neither did you. And here you are making the best fish I have ever had. This is really good.” Beth savoured the last bite. Hopefully he would make this again before she went back to Texas. She realised for the first time that she might actually miss Torres when he was gone. He was a bit of an enigma, both frightening and soothing. And anyone that could cook was someone she wouldn’t mind having around.

“It’s really not that great. You’re just easily pleased.” Torres’ trademark smirk tugged at his full mouth. “Strike that. You’re obviously only easy to please in some ways. Obviously food gets you going.”

He was talking about her inability to fake an orgasm again. Would he ever let it go? Beth stabbed the remaining piece of fish on his plate and transferred it to hers. If he was going to tease her, she was going to steal his food. It seemed a fair trade off. “So I don’t fake orgasms. The way I see it, it would be reinforcing negative behaviour. If a guy is not getting the job done, I’m not going to tell him how great it is or he will keep doing it. I owe it to all the women he will sleep with after me to be honest.”

“Very altruistic of you, thinking of his future partners. Have you ever thought, hey this is the man for me, maybe I should teach him how to get me off?”

Beth shifted in her seat. She considered his question for a minute before she shook her head. “No, I’ve never been with a man who I thought would be there for the long haul.” Geez, he really got to the heart of it, no dancing around the subject for Torres, but she appreciated that because she was the same way. She rarely wasted her time on small talk either.

Beth sighed for effect. “I live in hope that I will find one that I can honestly say I think will stick around when the going gets tough. But I have yet to meet one of these mythical creatures.” She tried to keep her tone light but there was still an edge to her voice because the topic was a bit too close to the bone.

“What makes you think they won’t stick around? Bad luck or are you purposefully picking guys to reinforce your beliefs?”

Beth held up her hand. “Obviously they get Dr. Phil in Mexico. Next you will be asking me ‘how’s that working out for you?’”

Torres laughed. “I don’t watch Dr. Phil. I just have a lot of spare time to think. You really would be surprised how much down time I have as a drug runner. As far as career choices go, I could have done worse.”

“But you’re not really a drug runner,” Beth reminded him, as much for her sake as for his. He was an agent, her agent, the man she had recruited and trained.

Torres stared at her. “The consequences are real though, not even you can pretend those away.”

Beth’s back straightened. He was right.

But she couldn’t dwell on that now. “This is a chapter in your life, albeit not a great one, but it will be over soon and then you can move on.”

“And what if this chapter is my life?”

Beth shook her head. “It’s not. Look, I don’t know you. But this isn’t you, not forever. It’s not me either but that won’t stop me being the best agent this side of the Rio Grande. Which reminds me, I need to get to work.”

Torres pushed his chair out and picked up the empty plates. “What do you want me to do?”

“Do you have a printer and internet access?”

Torres nodded.

“OK, I need to print some stuff out and start making phone calls.” Beth shook her head. “The biggest part of my job is organising other people.”

“Lucky you like that.”

Beth paused. She was about to protest but he was right, she did love being in charge. It meant success or failure was on her; she liked that control.

“What do you want me to do?” Torres asked again.

“Nothing. I need to get all the pieces in place first before I explain what we are doing. I work best alone.”

“Of course you do.”

Torres watched as she pulled a purple binder from her bag. The pages were divided into sections, each marked with a different colour. She opened her laptop and got to work, seeming to block out the entire world. Her face changed as she switched into work mode, the furrows deepening as she concentrated. The way she squinted at the screen made him wonder if she needed glasses.

He watched for a few minutes as she typed, quickly hammering at the keys, but left the room when she pulled out her cell phone. He was a third wheel. Beth had this under control. There was nothing he could add at this point. He would come back when it was time for action.

Torres kicked off his flip-flops and unbuttoned his shirt. He was going to take a page out of Beth’s book and ignore things. A swim was what he needed. For the next thirty minutes, there was nothing except the soft cushion of white beach under his feet and the warm surf.

He sighed as the water lapped against his ankles. He needed to do this more often, just pretend that the world was OK. It would be good practice for the future. He needed to learn to turn off survival mode; it was no way to live in the long run. It was a skill he was going to need when this was all over, and if he couldn’t fake it in paradise, he didn’t stand a chance back home.

Torres swam until his arms ached and his lungs burned. He wasn’t sure how long he had been in the water, but the sun had set and his fingers had wrinkled to the point where if someone found his dead body, he would have made it impossible to fingerprint.

When Torres returned to the house, Beth was sitting in the middle of a pile of papers. It looked like a mess but it was clearly her system. It was a good thing she liked to work alone because he didn’t know anyone else who could have put up with the cluster-fuck of highlighters and bits of folded paper.

She was orally running through a checklist, the same way she had before they left Texas.

“Hey,” he said to alert her to his presence. Her mind was racing miles away.

She looked up, were eyes widening in surprise. “Hey. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“You were pretty engrossed.”

Beth nodded. “Yeah but I think I have everything in place. I mean I do. I just hope I have planned for all eventualities.” Beth picked up a piece of paper. “What if they enter from the south entrance? We need a man on the back door just in case.” Beth scribbled down something before returning the paper to the pile directly beside her. “I need to call Patterson again.” Beth reached for the phone.

Torres put his hand over hers preventing her from dialling out. “Talk me through it first.” There was no doubt she would be on the phone on and off all night and he didn’t want to have to piece together her plan through one-sided conversations.

“Yeah, OK. Good idea, I need to talk it through anyway.”

He smiled. From what he had seen she needed to talk her way through everything. Normally he would find the practice annoying but it suited her, it was sweet and high strung just like her. Actually she had lots of characteristics that he would normally find annoying but he was able to tolerate them in her. No that wasn’t right, he more than tolerated them, he had begun to enjoy them, like the way her system for packing was balling up clothes and the way she wrote things on scraps of paper and stuffed them in her purse never to be seen again. Her annoying habits were just that, annoying. It made a change from Flores whose annoying habit was shooting people in the face. She was normal. Maybe that’s what he liked. She was nothing special, he reminded himself.

Beth pulled at the band that held her ponytail in place and let her hair fall briefly before she gathered it higher on her head and secured it in place again. “We can’t just arrest Martinez. I realised that on the flight down. We need to bring in Sanchez too or Martinez will figure out Sanchez is my informant. Tomorrow both men are going to be served arrest warrants on minor charges, nothing big enough that would entice them to run. I really wish I got to choose the charges but the Mexico City office has that.” Beth held up her hands in exasperation. It killed her to not be in charge of even the smallest element.

“Keep going,” Torres encouraged before she could go off on a tangent.

“They won’t be arrested at their homes, both have families and staff, the risk of causalities is too high.”

Torres nodded. He realised one of the stacks of paper on the floor was floor plans to the courthouse. He had no doubt she also had the plans to their houses and a list of every possible person that could be there at any given time. She was thorough; he would give her that.

“They will be arraigned on Tuesday. That is where we will get them, at the courthouse in Culiacan. There should be no suspicion about them being picked up then. This is the safest way, get them to come to us. We will have them under surveillance until then just in case Martinez doesn’t plan on showing up.”

“Good.”

Beth smiled faintly. “Yeah I hope so. Once Martinez tells us what he knows, we cut him loose. And then we’re done. Well your part in it. The next chapter is for you to decide.”

That was Beth’s subtle way of telling him to rethink his plans for Martinez, but he’d had two years to crystallise his plans for the man, no pep talk from her would change that.

“Do you think Martinez can lead you to El Escorpion?”

Beth nodded. “I do. Someone has to be able to find him. He runs the largest narco-terrorist group operating in the Americas. There will be a trail back to him. We just need to keep chasing leads. If it’s not this one, then maybe it’s the next.”

“OK.” He wished she were right but he knew the odds were against them. They might never locate El Escorpion, but in two days they would have Martinez and that was all that mattered to him.


Chapter Seven

Beth was awake before the alarm on her phone went off. Today was the day. The sun wasn’t even up yet but she was too nervous to sleep any longer. And maybe a bit sad, which was insane. She was definitely insane because she would kind of miss Torres. He may look frightening as hell but there was something about him that let her be free with him. She let her crazy out when he was around and he didn’t seem to mind. Maybe it wasn’t Torres, maybe it was just the fact she was far enough away from her family to stop worrying. Maybe she was sad because she just wasn’t great with transitions. She had a whole lot of crazy to pick from; best not to overthink it or she would remember all the other ways she was odd.

Beth tiptoed into the kitchen. She needed coffee. The strong stuff Torres had. The switch from de-caffeinated had been a revelation. All these years she could have been getting a daily legal buzz. She was going to have to thank Torres for that before he left.

“Morning.” Torres’ voice was made even deeper by the early hour.

Beth turned on the lights when she realised she didn’t need to worry about waking him. “You’re awake. You couldn’t sleep either?”

Torres shook his head. “Never can. Four hours is a good night for me.” In an instant he was up, pouring her a cup of coffee.

“That would explain why you’re so productive. Imagine what I could get done if I could manage on only four hours.”

Torres smiled. “World domination springs to mind.”

Beth added milk to her coffee and a tablespoon of maple syrup. “I’m not that bad.”

“You are, but you would be a benevolent leader I’m sure.”

Beth sighed as she took the first sip of her morning coffee. Chances were this would be her first of many. She picked up her trusty purple binder. Everything she needed was tucked safely away between its covers. She resisted the urge to open it again and go over the plan. She wouldn’t inflict that level of crazy on Torres again. He had listened to her go over it in minutiae for hours yesterday. He was a surprisingly patient man. Beth had never let anyone see how obsessive she was, but Torres already knew so she may as well let all her crazy out. He might be the only man who ever got to see it. Lucky for her, he was so starved for human contact that he mistook her brand of crazy for normal.

“You have it all covered,” he assured her, seeming to read her mind.

She took another long sip of coffee. “Not everything. We haven’t talked about what happens after you are through with Martinez.” She couldn’t bring herself to say what she knew was going to happen to Martinez. “Are you going back to Texas?” He didn’t have to tell her and she had no right to know. She was asking as a friend which was completely bizarre, she would never have imagined she would consider Torres a friend. But he was…kind of…there was no other way to describe it. She enjoyed his company and worried about his future, that was a friend by every definition she knew.

“Not permanently. I need a fresh start, away from everything that reminds me of the Zetas and the DEA. I’ll go home and see my mom but after that, I don’t know.”

“You know there is always a spot for you on my team, if you want it,” Beth offered but she knew it would never work. Torres would never be tied down to one job, one city, one woman. She felt sorry for any woman that thought she would change that. She understood now why women would fall for Torres. He had a magnetism she couldn’t even explain, and the muscles were nice too. But any woman who fell for Torres was bound to end up with a broken heart.

Torres turned and opened the cupboards. “Are you hungry? I got peanut butter, I could do pancakes.”

Beth smiled. There hadn’t been any food in the house when they got there. Torres must have gotten it yesterday when he went into town. That was nice of him. She added considerate to the growing list of his attributes that confused her. “I’m too nervous to eat. Once they both are in custody I will probably eat an entire jar of peanut butter, but for right now I better stick to coffee.”

Torres opened another cupboard and tossed a family-size M&M’s at her. “In case you need to relax,” he said.

Beth caught them. “Thanks, Torres.” Her stomach did a little flip at the small gesture. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had done something so thoughtful. Yep, she was going to miss him. Beth shrugged off the sudden sentimentality. It was just a bag of candy.

“We should get going soon,” she said.

“It will only take two and half hours to get there and the courthouse doesn’t open until nine.”

Beth tapped her foot on the terracotta tiles of the kitchen floor. “I know but with traffic and everything. I think we should get to Culiacan sooner rather than later.” She actually would have preferred to drive there last night.

Torres smiled. “Have an M&M and relax.”

“Am I micro-managing again?” Beth asked. She needed to work on hiding it better. She didn’t kid herself to think she could change her controlling nature, but maybe she could keep people from seeing it. It really wasn’t her best feature. The shame was it was her most prominent.

“Always. But it’s cute the way you try to control everything.” His lips curled at the corner.

Her heart stopped for a second and then began beating again, harder and faster than it should. He hadn’t moved but he was suddenly too close, close enough to see the small flecks of gold in his eyes, close enough for her eyes to trace the path of his worn white shirt over the ridge that divided his strong chest from the flat expanse of his belly. She could smell the clean scent of soap. He had already showered, she could tell from his clean smell and his freshly shaved head. She wished he hadn’t shaved. She liked the dark fuzz of his hair. He looked less menacing with hair.

Her gaze fell to his full lips. Her eyes were too often drawn there. Sometimes when he spoke she wouldn’t hear him because she was so engrossed with the way his mouth caressed every syllable.

“Suddenly not in a hurry to leave, Gatita?” Torres asked. His mouth was curved into a wicked smile.

Beth dropped the bag of candy but Torres caught it before it fell to the ground.

Beth cleared her throat. “Maybe I do need an M&M,” she said lamely.

Torres’ smile broadened. “I always knew giving you something to suck on was the way forward.”

Beth’s cheeks burned. She swallowed hard past the lump in her throat, but it refused to move, not with Torres so close.

He was flirting with her again. This was a side of him she hadn’t seen since their first night together. She almost thought she had imagined it, but he was doing it again. The transition had been so smooth, one minute he was chatting away and the next he was flirting and that is what scared her. He changed too quickly from anger to passion, from friends to flirting. She didn’t understand him, couldn’t put him in a box.

Beth cleared her throat again. “I need a shower and another cup of coffee. Then we’re going to leave. I’d rather be there hours early then not be there on time. We only have one chance at this.” The reality was there was no need for them to be physically present; the operation would go ahead if they were in Culiacan or Calcutta, but she wouldn’t miss it for the world. She considered waiting in Mazatlan until they received word that Martinez was in custody but she rejected the idea immediately. Even though she had no part in the operation itself, detaining Sanchez and Martinez was ultimately down to the Federales, she would feel better being there. And she wanted to speak to Martinez immediately, before he had a chance to get his bearings.

***

Three hours later Beth was sat across from Torres at an open-air café across the street from the courthouse. She pulled out her cell phone for the second time to make sure it was on. It was on but no word from Patterson or anyone else. She expected at least a text, but nothing. She tapped her fingers on the red and white checks of the vinyl tablecloth.

“I think I’m going to have to cut you off from the coffee.”

“Don’t you dare. Caffeine is fuelling me at this point.” She took another sip just in case he made good on his word.

“It shows. Relax, Gatita. You show every emotion on your face.”

He had told her that before. No one else seemed to notice that about her. “That’s OK. No one is looking at me anyway.”

“I’m looking at you. And you’re making me nervous.”

Beth made a pfft sound. “You don’t look very nervous. I’ll take your brand of nervous any day.” Torres was sat back in his chair, a coffee in one hand a folded-up newspaper in the other. He would need a cigarette and a Scotch to look any more relaxed.

“I know this isn’t the time to mention it, but I think if you got a proper seeing to, you wouldn’t be so uptight.”

Beth shook her head. “You’re right, this isn’t a good time to mention it.”

Torres raised a dark brow. “When would be a good time? Tell me so I can write it on a piece of wadded up paper in your purse that you then transfer to the correct colour-coded location in your big purple binder. That’s the system, right?” He was teasing her again but it lightened the mood, which was no doubt what he was going for. In a way it was a shame Torres wasn’t her partner full-time because he was able to talk her down in a way Patterson never could. Patterson was good at pissing her off with his sexist comments. That was his thing.

“I don’t have a section for the bullshit that comes out of your mouth. If I did, it would probably be a brown section. That seems appropriate, right?”

Torres smiled. “I think I would need my own binder. Bullshit is too broad a topic for one section; you should probably break it down. Maybe a red section for the bullshit I say about your sex life, because that is the colour of your cheeks every time I mention it.”

Beth took another drink of her coffee. She was nearing the bottom; she was going to need to catch the waitress’ eye so she could get another. “That section would be black as in don’t mention it.” Beth shook her head. “It is a good thing I never have to see you again after this or I would be truly mortified.”

“I told you already, it’s your man who should be mortified. He’s the one not getting the job done.”

Beth smiled as their waitress refilled her coffee. “You’ll never meet Neil so it really doesn’t matter, but in all fairness, I should probably tell you we haven’t slept together yet.” She had embarrassed herself with Torres; she may as well lay all her cards on the table. Having a shelf life was surprisingly liberating.

Torres raised a dark brow but didn’t say anything.

“Don’t start that again. I thought we were past you staring at me in silence so I would spill my guts.”

Torres put his cup down. “This time I’m just surprised. You’re not a virgin are you?”

The way he said virgin in hushed tones made her laugh, like merely implying it was offensive.

“No, Torres, I am not a virgin. Not since I was eighteen. I just haven’t slept with Neil yet. We just started dating.”

“Why haven’t you slept with him?”

“I told you. We just started dating.”

Torres shook his head. “That’s not an answer. I’ve slept with women whose names I didn’t know.”

“Are you bragging?” Beth wrinkled her nose.

“God no, I’m not proud of that. I find it interesting that you consider him your boyfriend even though you’ve never had sex.”

True: boyfriend was an overstretch, she only said that so she didn’t seem pathetically lovelorn, but hell would freeze over before she admitted that now. “Really? Sex is what makes the relationship? Not the dates or the shared confidences?”

“So what does Neil know about you that I don’t?”

Beth choked on her coffee. She wasn’t expecting a follow-up question. “Plenty.”

But Torres was not about to be fobbed off. “Tell me three things he knows about you that I don’t.”

Her glance went to the side as she racked her brain for examples. She tapped her fingers on her saucer while she thought. Finally she remembered something. “He knows my favourite flowers.” Neil had given her a bouquet on their last date. She wasn’t sure if it was a lucky guess but they had been her favourite.

“Bluebonnets.”

Beth’s eyes widened with surprise.

“You had them beside your bed. And when I was driving you home, you said you were glad they were finally in bloom.”

“Did I?” She couldn’t remember. A warm sensation washed over her as she realised he knew that about her. “He knows my favourite food.” It was a lie but it was something she was also certain Torres wouldn’t know either.

“Currently you love coffee. But other than that…” He paused to think. “I’m going to go with macaroni and cheese made from enormous blocks of government cheese.”

Beth shook her head. She still couldn’t believe she told him about that. “Nope. My all-time favourite food is meatloaf with mushroom gravy from the diner my mom works at. Worked at,” she corrected herself.

“Neil knows that?” Torres asked dubiously. From his facial expression it was clear he didn’t believe her.

“Yes,” she lied.

“He knows your mom is a waitress?” he pressed.

“Yep.” Beth forced herself to make eye contact but then she shook her head. She didn’t want to lie to him. Why? She had no idea. “No, Torres he doesn’t. It never came up. You’re the only one I spill my guts with. I’m still on my best behaviour with Neil.”

The corner of his mouth rose. “And best behaviour means not having sex? I don’t think you’re doing it right.”

“Why does it always come back to sex with you?”

“Because I’m a man.”

There was no doubt about that. She had never seen a more masculine specimen in her life. She turned the tables on him. “Yes, a man who hasn’t had sex in two years,” she said triumphantly.

But her moment of smugness was soon gone. “This morning you looked more than happy to help me rectify that.” Torres’ dark gaze pinned her to her seat. In an instant the switch was tripped and he went from teasing to flirting. But it wasn’t like any flirting she knew. It was more sinister than anything she had ever experienced and much more of a challenge than an invitation.

Beth took a deep breath. She had put all her cards on the table until this point, she might as well go all in. “There was a brief moment of insanity this morning when I considered what it would be like to have sex with you.” She didn’t mention the other times it had happened; she was honest, not stupid. “It was curiosity more than anything else. I’ve never been with anyone like you.”

“What? What does that mean? You’ve never been with a Mexican?”

Beth shook her head. “Of course I have dated Mexicans. Statistically it would seem unlikely given my age and my home state. California has a large Latino population.”

Torres cut her off before she could give percentages. “Then what do you mean you have never been with someone like me before? Someone you work with?”

“Well that too.” The thought of dating Patterson nearly made her choke on her coffee. He wasn’t unattractive, but he was an ass. “But I meant I had never been with someone who scares me.”

Torres smiled. “I see.”

Beth held up her hand. “No. Don’t start that again. What do you see?”

“You wanted to be scared a little, have someone take you to the edge. Why did you change your mind?”

“I remembered that I would have to be certifiably insane to ever actually consider it.”

Instead of looking insulted, he looked amused. “Smart girl.” Torres took another long swig of his coffee. “But I would take you to the edge, Gatita. And you’d like it.” His voice was so low she had to strain to hear him.

A bolt of desire ran through her body, his words as potent as any touch. Her skin burned this time not with embarrassment but with desire. Beth shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She could only pray her face wasn’t showing her current emotions. Beth’s gaze was drawn to his lips, and then lower to the white fabric of his T-shirt, stretched tautly over his arms. Each muscle group stood out defined from the others by deep ridges. Even through his shirt she could trace the lines. She tried thinking about his scar and the hideous tattoo that covered it, in an attempt to remind herself who he was, and why entertaining any sort of feelings for him, even desire that she would never act on, was pure insanity. But the image her mind conjured was far from repulsive; it only served to intensify the invisible pull that drew her in. As she first feared, Torres was dangerous, but not for the reasons she had thought. He was dangerous because he made her feel things she shouldn’t.

Get it together, girl. She forced herself to look him in the eye, really stare hard and see the whole picture, remember every reason he could never be a viable option.

Torres returned her stare, neither saying a word, in a sexual stalemate.

Suddenly Torres’ head whipped round.

In the street, shots rang out in a rapid succession. At first Beth thought there were fireworks but then Torres was on top of her. In an instant he had thrown the table out from between them and dived on top of her. His hands were rough on her, pinning her to the ground. “Stay down,” he said.

Beth couldn’t move, she could barely breathe. More shots rang out. Then there were screams from the road and then the screeching of tyres.

Finally there was silence. For several long moments, neither of them moved.

“Stay down,” Torres commanded again as he stood up. Beth tried to sit up but her muscles rebelled, forgetting how to contract. She could hear screaming but it seemed miles away, in a fog, or a dream she couldn’t completely remember.

Finally she was able to turn her head to the street. Her eyes struggled to focus. “Oh God,” she whispered. “Oh God, no!” Beth stood up and started running towards the car. A black Mercedes S Class straddled the two lanes, riddled with holes, the windshield shattered. The driver’s door was open, a man’s bloody body hung from the seat, suspended by the seatbelt he had not been able to undo before he died.

“Get back,” Torres screamed but Beth kept running.

“No! No! No!” Beth screeched. She ran to the passenger side and opened the door. “No!” she screamed again. Pablo Sanchez’s head was slumped against the seat. Her informant. His eyes were still open in a vacant stare. Blood pooled at his mouth. Beth reached for his left hand, finding the scorpion tattoo that identified him as a member of Los Treintas. She dropped his hand.

“Call the police!” Beth screamed but no one was listening. Where were the Federales? Martinez and Sanchez both had a detail assigned to them, to follow them to the courthouse. Where were they? No one was even looking at the car other than Torres, who had wrapped his arms around Beth’s waist and was pulling her from the car. She thrashed her body, pulling against him with all her force.

“Let me go!” she screeched. She had to look in the back seat. “Let me go!”

“Stop, Beth. It’s over. He’s dead. They’re all dead. We need to get out of here.”

Beth shoved her elbow into the unyielding wall of his stomach. “Let me go. He has a baby. He has a daughter.”

Torres’ grip loosened and Beth was able to pull away. She flung open the back door. She climbed over the dead body of a pregnant woman, Sanchez’s wife, and reached for the baby strapped in a pink and black car seat. Beth’s heart stopped when she saw the bullet hole in the side of the seat. “No!” Her body was shaking now, giant spasms wracking her body. “No!” Her legs buckled. Torres pulled her into him again for support. This time she did not pull away.

Beth gently laid her hand on the baby’s head of soft brown curls. “Oh baby girl,” she cried.

Suddenly the baby screamed. Her chocolate-brown eyes, wide as saucers, brimmed with tears. Beth pulled her hand away like it was about to be mauled by a rabid dog.

She was alive.

Beth’s hand fumbled as she pulled at the straps of the car seat. Why wouldn’t the damn straps give? Beth started shouting and swearing. She didn’t even realise she was doing it until the baby gave out another frightened scream. Beth stopped pulling on the straps and gently brushed a curl out of the baby’s eye. “Lo siento, mija. Esta bien. Todo va estar bien.” Finally Beth found the buckle and released the baby from her seat. “Que esta a salvo.” She pulled her to her chest and held her tight, telling her over and over again that she was going to be OK.

Torres pulled on Beth’s arm. “We need to get out of here.”

Beth nodded. It wasn’t safe. Sanchez was dead. So were his bodyguard and his wife. Where was Martinez? Beth shook her head to clear it. They didn’t have time to stand on the street and think about it. Someone would make them.

“Put the baby down,” Torres seethed between gritted teeth. His fingers bit into her arm. His stare was murderous. There was no doubt in her mind that it took more than a bit of willpower for him not to throttle her.

Beth pulled her in tighter. The baby screamed in protest as Beth crushed her against her chest. “Lo siento, mija.” On reflex Beth kissed the top of her head and apologised.

“We need to get out of here before we are seen.” Torres’ anger had turned to a controlled rage. Fear grabbed her by the throat. But she couldn’t leave the baby.

Beth shook her head. “We’re taking her with us. She needs to be in protective custody. Someone just murdered her family. I’m not leaving her here with their bodies.”

Torres stared at her coldly. His jaw clenched, the muscles below the surface twitched. There was a moment when Beth thought Torres would walk away and leave them both. But then his fingers tightened around her wrist. She cried out from the biting pain. “Fine. Let’s just go. We’ll sort this out once we’re off the street.”

Beth nodded and told the baby again that everything was going to be OK. They started running for their car, which they had parked around the corner.

Beth opened the door and slid across the bench seat in the back. She put the toddler beside her and buckled her in. They didn’t have a car seat for her but it couldn’t be any more dangerous than being shot at. She told her again everything was going to be OK.

Torres glared at her, resentment burning in his eyes. “Your Spanish is perfect,” he said as he slammed the door behind her.


Chapter Eight

Beth didn’t speak for the first hour of the drive other than to reassure the baby that everything was going to be OK. She had no way to know that but that seemed like the right thing to be saying. She repeated the words like a mantra, willing them to be true.

Torres was silent. His eyes focused on the road. The steering wheel looked small clenched in his hands.

Beth cleared her throat. He was angry at the situation and probably at her. “Her named is Alejandra. She is sixteen months old.”

The baby turned to look up at Beth when she heard her name.

“I knew he had a family. But they weren’t supposed to be in Mexico. Her mom is from El Salvador. That is where they were supposed to be.” Beth shook her head. She had gotten it wrong. All her planning, and she had gotten it wrong. She closed her eyes and let the information wash over her.

Torres didn’t say anything.

“We couldn’t leave her there.” She was saying it as much to convince herself as him. Essentially they had just kidnapped a child. Beth had drawn attention to them by creating a scene in the road. It was quite possibly the stupidest thing she had ever done. She had very possibly blown Torres’ cover and ruined any chance of finding Martinez or El Escorpion. Cognitively she knew what she should have done. They should have left her there for someone else to deal with. Someone would have called the police eventually. There was a reason no one else reacted when the car was ambushed; the people of Sinaloa were smart enough to know not to get involved and they were callous enough to be used to brutality.

But Beth wasn’t.

As much as she liked to pretend she could keep her distance emotionally, she saw Alejandra and all her training went out the window. Turns out she wasn’t as good at faking the part of an agent as she thought.

Still Torres didn’t say anything and Beth gave up trying.

They drove in silence until the Alejandra started to fuss. She wasn’t as happy as Beth to stare at the landscape of cactuses and scorched earth. “It’s OK, baby girl.” Beth held out her hand and Alejandra wrapped her chubby fingers around Beth’s index finger. She smiled, exposing tiny teeth; six at the top, four at the bottom. “Yes, it’s going to be OK, Pretty Girl.” Alejandra pulled on her hand, rocking it back and forth. “You’re a sweet girl, aren’t you?” Beth couldn’t help but smile when she looked into her sweet face. She had chubby cheeks and large brown eyes and a headful of thick dark brown curls. Like a lot of Latina babies, her ears had already been pierced, probably when she was a new born. In her ears were tiny diamond studs, which were no doubt real. Sadly all the money in the world couldn’t protect her family from a semi-automatic.

Beth sighed. Her heart constricted painfully as she realised this poor baby’s life would never be the same again. “You’re going be OK, baby girl.”

“Speak Spanish. She can’t understand you.” His voice was like acid.

Beth’s back stiffened. He was angry that she had lied. “Yes I speak Spanish. Of course I do. I told you I was recruited by the DEA. They wanted me because I speak fluent Spanish and Arabic. Why do you think I was put in charge of the Treinta task force? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I needed for you to speak freely in front of me.”

Torres shook his head. “Because you don’t trust me.”

“Yes. No. Look, I don’t know you well enough to trust you. Don’t take it personally.”

“Really? Don’t take it personally. You expect me to trust you with my life and you don’t even trust me enough to tell me you speak Spanish.” Torres shook his head again.

“Look, it’s not personal. I wouldn’t have told anyone. It’s not you. I don’t trust anyone.” Beth’s eyes narrowed as realiation washed over her. She really didn’t trust anyone.

“Fine.”

“Torres, don’t be like that.”

He didn’t say anything.

Beth sat back and laid her head against the velour headrest. Of course he was pissed at her. She would be too. She turned and looked out on the arid land, across the wide expanse of the horizon. “I’m sorry, Torres. I know you don’t know this, because I hide it so well, but I have a hard time trusting people. All people, not just you.” She tried to lighten the mood by joking but it fell on deaf ears.

Torres still did not respond. He continued to look straight ahead, both hands wrapped around the steering wheel in a death grip. She could see his eyes in the rear-view mirror. She didn’t recognise him. The anger had darkened his face. She wondered if this was what he looked like when he killed. She pushed the thought as far back in her mind as she could.

“Look, it has always just been my mom, my sister and I, that’s it. They’re my world. They’re the only people I trust. I don’t let anyone know anything about me.” Beth turned her head and looked out the window again. “I just don’t trust people, OK?. Nothing to do with you.”

Silence reigned for a long time. Several minutes passed, the only sound was Alejandra babbling a string of consonants over and over. Beth absently stroked her small head. The movement calmed her down as much as the baby. Torres was angry but he wouldn’t hurt her. Would he? Her mouth was suddenly dry.

“What about your father?” Torres asked.

Beth went rigid. She didn’t talk about her dad to anyone, not even Paige or her mom. As far as she was concerned he was dead. “No I don’t trust him either.”

“Why not?”

Beth shook her head. “Because he’s a liar.”

Torres didn’t say anything, apparently happy to let it go.

But she wasn’t. She never spoke about her dad; she even went as far as taking her mom’s maiden name so she could completely distance herself from him. If anyone asked her about him outright, she said he was dead. “Remember when I told you I needed to go home to Sacramento to take care of my mom?”

Torres nodded.

“It’s because my mom refuses to leave Sacramento because she still visits him once a week in Folsom prison.” Beth realised for the first time the bitterness she carried towards her mom because of that. They could have moved far away when she was a kid, gone someplace where nobody knew them. But they didn’t because Ruth Thomson didn’t give up on love even when it had clearly given up on her.

Torres didn’t say anything.

Clearly he was doing the silent thing to keep her talking. “Aren’t you going to ask me what he did?”

“Nope. If you wanted to tell me, you would.”

A faint smile tugged at her lips. That is why she liked Torres, for all his faults, he didn’t push. She may as well admit it; she did like Torres, when she didn’t fear for her safety. Suddenly she realised she wanted to tell Torres. Hiding things and omitting the unflattering details of her life were second nature to her. She didn’t even have to think about it, she just did it on reflex. But she wanted Torres to know. She wanted one person she didn’t have to pretend with. “When I was a baby he was arrested for credit card fraud, he got out when I was five. My mom and I were thrilled. Dad was home. He had turned his life around. Everything was going to be great. Ten months after he got home Paige was born. Life was good. Happy family…all that crap.”

Torres didn’t say anything. If she wanted she could stop there. Torres wouldn’t push. And that is why she continued. “Things were going great. I had my dad back and my new baby sister. He and my mom made all sorts of plans. It was promise after promise. We were going to move to the country. Mom was going to grow her own vegetables and raise chickens. That was her dream. Can you believe it? That is all she wanted and he couldn’t even manage to give her that.” Beth had to stop for a moment. Resentment that she had buried years ago was threatening to resurface and she didn’t know if she had the strength to push it back down again. “Anyway. He could have gotten a proper job but everything was beneath him. Long story short, he decided robbing a bank was a better option than an honest day’s work. He was no master criminal; he couldn’t even rob a bank right.” Beth rolled her eyes. There was no right way to rob a bank. It wasn’t like the story would have turned out better if he had been successful. “There was an off-duty police officer at the bank. My dad obviously wasn’t great at recon. The guy got shot in the leg and my dad got another felony added to his felony.”

Torres was quiet as he processed the information. “Do you ever see him?”

“The last time saw him I was nine. My mom still goes to see him.” She tried to sound casual about it but she hated that her mom was so weak. She should have cut him out like a cancer but she couldn’t or wouldn’t. Her mom was strong and independent in every other way but Joe Cummings was her kryptonite. Geez, why was she mad at her mom? Her mom hadn’t robbed the bank. Her mom was loving and gentle and kind, and too forgiving for her own good.

“What about your sister?”

Beth shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I don’t care. I mean I hope she doesn’t but it’s her life.” She hoped her sister was smart enough to not be taken in by all his bullshit, but she didn’t want to know if she was wrong.

“You think your mom is stupid for standing my him?”

“Standing by him? You make it sound like there is something noble about being a schmuck. She gave him a chance, and he blew it.”

Torres turned the car down the steep road that led to his beach house. This time Beth wasn’t scared of the drop because her attention was tuned in to Alejandra.

“That’s one more chance than you would have given him.”

Beth looked up catching Torres’ gaze in the rear-view mirror. “Yep, I wouldn’t have given him another chance.” The truth was Beth wouldn’t have trusted him in the first place. That was the one gift her father had given her, she was nobody’s fool.

“But she loves him. Haven’t you ever loved anyone like that?”

Beth shook her head. “Nope. I never would. Would you?”

Torres thought about it for a minute. “I think I would. I can’t really say unless I was in that position but yeah, I think I would. If I ever found someone I loved like that, I don’t think I’d let her go either. I hope I love someone like that one day.”

Torres pulled into the driveway of the beach house. Beth got out of the car before she lifted Alejandra out. “Come on, baby girl.” Alejandra wrapped her small arms around Beth’s neck. Beth closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation of the weight of the small body perched on her hip. Having someone else to consider and worry about was strangely comforting. “Then all I can say to that is: be careful who you choose to love.”

Torres opened the door and stood to the side as Beth carried Alejandra inside. Beth put the baby on the ground and watched as she pulled herself up on the coffee table and scooted around. “Are you a walker, mija? I think you are,” Beth said in a singsong voice. She had no idea where it was coming from but it felt right.

Torres closed the door behind them. “So what’s your plan, Gatita?”

Beth looked up. Now that he knew she spoke Spanish she could finally address the stupid cat name. “Please stop calling me that. I’m not a crazy cat lady.”

Half of Torres’ mouth rose. “Is that what you think I mean?”

“Look, I know I am a little high strung but I’m not a pathetic cat lady. Please don’t call me that.”

Torres sat down on the couch beside her. “Your eyes,” he said finally. “They remind me of the cat. And you’re skittish. You hold back and observe people. You’re independent and don’t look for approval from anybody. And I’m fairly certain you’d scratch someone’s eyes out if provoked enough. You’re all cat, Beth.”

“Really?” she said dubiously. “It’s not because you think I am going to die alone, surrounded by cats?”

Torres smirked. “Not unless that is what you want.”

Beth shook her head. “No I don’t want to die alone.”

“Maybe you should start with not living alone.”

Beth slapped his chest softly with the back of her hand. “I’ll work on that.”

“Add it to your list. It will get done that way.”

“I will actually.” Beth took the glass out of Alejandra’s hand and replaced it with a cork coaster, which the baby promptly put in her mouth. Torres’ house was far from baby proof. At least his guns were locked away.

“You probably should add trusting people to the list too.”

Beth made a pfft sound, “Settle down. I said I didn’t want to die alone, I didn’t say I wanted to be a schmuck.”

Alejandra let go of the coffee table and took off towards the kitchen. Torres stood up and followed her. “A donde vas, niña?” Where are you going little girl. Alejandra turned and smiled when he spoke to her. She wasn’t scared of him, sixteen months old and she was braver than Beth. When she fell he scooped her up and turned around and brought her back to the living room. Alejandra patted Torres’ bald head and squealed with glee. Torres put her down and she immediately made a beeline for the kitchen.

Torres followed her and again scooped her up and again Alejandra laughed: a game had been established with Torres picking her up and bringing her through, only for Alejandra to smile and run back to the kitchen as soon as he lay her down.

On the fourth time, Torres didn’t follow her. Alejandra turned and motioned for him to catch her. Torres shook his head so Alejandra took a few teetering steps back towards him, hoping to entice him to follow her, but Torres shook his head. Alejandra took another step towards him but still Torres didn’t budge. Alejandra took another step forward and in an instant Torres lifted her up “Te tengo, mija!” I got you! The baby let out a howl and started giggling uncontrollably. She patted his head with both hands.

“She likes you.”

“Of course she does, what’s not to like?” Torres sat her down again.

Beth laughed. “I can think of a few things.”

“Yeah but we’ve established you don’t like most people.”

Beth shook her head. “That’s not true. I like people, I just don’t trust them not to screw me over.” Beth stood up from the couch. She scooped Alejandra up in her arms and carried her through to the kitchen to look for something to feed her. “Coffee or peanut butter, baby girl. That is what we have on offer at the minute.”

Torres followed behind them. “I’ll make her some scrambled eggs.”

Beth smiled down at the baby. “That sounds better doesn’t it? Torres would make a much better mommy than me, wouldn’t he? Yes I think he would.” Beth answered her own question.

Torres cracked an egg into a glass bowl. “So what’s your plan, Gatita?

Beth let out a stream of air. “I don’t have a plan. I don’t even know where to start with a plan on this one.”

“You can’t keep her,” Torres said, only half joking. At least he had calmed down. He no longer looked like he was going to murder her and bury her in the desert. He just looked like he would gladly wrap his hands around her neck and squeeze, but that was his normal look, so she should be OK.

“I know I can’t keep her. She is not a stray kitten I found on the side of the road.”

“Is that how you got your cat?” Torres cracked another egg and whisked them together with a fork.

“It is actually.” Apparently she had a pathological need to rescue things. Maybe she got that from her mom.

“So what are you going to do? She isn’t a detail you can ignore.”

Beth nodded. He knew her too well. She needed time to think. A cold settled over her. “I don’t know what went wrong this morning. Everything was planned.”

“You can’t plan for a mole. Someone inside tipped Martinez off.”

“We don’t know that yet. We don’t even know if Martinez is still alive.”

“He’s alive,” Torres said adamantly. “Someone tipped him off and he killed Sanchez. This was straight up retribution.”

Beth nodded. “Probably. But his family…”

“It sends a loud powerful message to anyone you thinks about crossing him again. Smart move.”

The apathy in Torres sent ice through her. He was discussing it as casually as he would chess strategy. In his mind, annihilating a family was a smart move.

It scared her that she agreed.

“I need to call Patterson and figure out went wrong.”

Torres pulled a plate from the cupboard and placed a helping of fluffy scrambled eggs in the centre. He put the plate on the table before he reached for Alejandra and sat down at the table with her perched on his knee. The scene was completely incongruous, a massive tattooed man, who looked like he had just come from the prison yard, and the small angelic little girl sitting happily on his lap.

Immediately the baby made a swipe at the eggs. Torres pushed the plate back out of her reach. “Can you hand me two spoons please? Small ones.”

“Sure.” Beth opened the drawer and found two teaspoons. She handed them to Torres who gave them to Alejandra. The baby fisted the tiny cutlery, swinging her hands back and forth like a conductor leading a vigorous rendition of the Aaron Copland’s ‘Hoe-Down’, but the distraction worked and Torres was able to feed her without her making any more grabs for the food.

“You know what went wrong. You just don’t know who,” Torres said as he continued to feed Alejandra.

“Martinez is smart. He could have figured out that Sanchez ratted him out. We shouldn’t jump immediately to corruption within the DEA.”

“Said the woman who claims to trust no one.”

Beth shook her head. “This has nothing to do with trust. I’m looking at the most likely scenario. Retribution is the most likely answer, but we won’t know anything until we find Martinez. First things first: we need to find a safe place for Alejandra. Her maternal family is in San Salvador. Sanchez’s family are all dead or involved with Los Treintas.” Beth would not leave a dog in their care, let alone a helpless toddler. “I need to call Patterson. I am going to let him deal with the bureaucracy of getting a minor out of the country. See Torres, I can delegate.”

Torres crossed himself. “Isn’t that one of the signs of the apocalypse, you delegating?”

“Believe me, I’m not happy about it, but it will be easier dealing with it from the American end. There is not a lot I can do from here.”

Torres agreed. “I feel like I should take a photo to document the moment you realised you can’t do everything single-handily.”

“I’m really not that bad,” Beth scoffed.

“You really are.”

Torres grinned as Alejandra babbled her agreement.


Chapter Nine

Beth couldn’t breathe. She was submerged in thick water…viscous and warm…dark.

It was blood.

Everywhere was blood: between her fingers, on her face, in her hair. Where was the surface? She needed to get to the surface. But where was it? She couldn’t see; everywhere was blood. Finally she was at the top. She made it. She screamed but nothing came out. She thrashed her body, her hands fisting, beating against the scarlet torrent, trying to make herself heard.

“Oh God,” Beth gasped. It wasn’t blood surrounding her; it was wet sheets. Beth squinted into the inky darkness. Panic seized her. Was it the baby? Was she OK? Had she wet the bed? Beth reached out and laid her hand on Alejandra’s back. It rose and fell in slow cycles. Thank God. She was OK. The baby was OK.

It was Beth: the sheets were drenched in her sweat.

Beth sat up. It was just a dream. She pushed the sheet off her and stood. She was consumed with the desire to run. She had no idea where, she just wanted to run and run until her legs gave out. Twenty-four hours ago she was convinced the nightmare was almost ever. How wrong she was. How epically stupid had she been? Turns out she was worse than her dad at recon. At least her dad hadn’t actually killed anyone.

She needed some air or a glass of water. Hell, a stiff drink wouldn’t go amiss.

She tiptoed out of the room so she wouldn’t wake up the baby.

Beth ran the water until it was cool on her hands.

“Hey, you OK?” Torres asked from the doorway.

Beth flinched, the cold glass slipped through her hands and shattered on the terracotta tiles. “Damn it. I’m sorry.” Her voice broke as a tear slid down her cheek. “Stupid. I was so stupid.”

Torres turned on the light. He was wearing boxer shorts and nothing else, his scars and tattoo were more prominent than she remembered. Half of his broad chest was covered by the morbid illustration. Beth sucked in a sharp breath of air. Instantly her fear intensified. Why? He wasn’t going to hurt her. If he had wanted to hurt her, he would have done it by now. So why wouldn’t her heart slow down?.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. Her voice trembled. She tried to bite her lip to stop the hot torrent of tears but nothing would stop them. They fell faster than she could wipe them away.

“Are you hurt?” Torres demanded, his face contorted by fear.

“I’m fine. I’m sorry I woke you up.” The words barely made it past the sobs. God she needed to get it together. It was just a broken glass. Beth sunk to the ground and started scooping up broken shards. “God I’m so stupid. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.”

“Beth, stop. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

But it was too late. Beth’s hand was already bleeding. She wished she could feel it. Maybe the pain would dull the ache in her heart. “It’s my fault,” she whispered again.

“It’s not your fault.” Torres leaned down and pressed the softest kiss against her forehead. It was so gentle and tender and nothing she would expect from him. If she hadn’t already been crying, she would have started.

“It’s my fault,” she said again. She wiped another stream of tears away, the salt nipped at the fresh cuts on her hands.

Torres helped her to stand and led her through to the bathroom.

“Sit.” He gestured to the closed toilet lid.

Wordlessly Beth complied.

“It’s not your fault.” Torres examined her bloody palm. He squinted to focus as he pulled a small sliver of glass from the fleshy pad of her hand, just below her index finger. He rustled through his medicine cabinet until he found some antiseptic cream and a box of plastic bandages. He rubbed the cream gently unto her cut before covering it.

“I’m sorry,” Beth said.

“It’s just a glass.”

Beth cried harder. “No not the glass. I’m sorry for everything. I’ve screwed everything up. I’m a bad agent and I’m a bad daughter. I’m a bad sister. I’m a bad friend. I pretend to be good at things but I’m not. I can’t fake anything effectively. Oh God I’m a bad faker. Remember I couldn’t even fake an orgasm.” Beth couldn’t speak any more through the tears. She gulped frantically to get her breath.

“Shh,” Torres said as he scooped her up from the toilet and carried her through to the couch.

“You’re strong,” Beth said between gasps. She probably should slide off his lap but she didn’t want to move. She felt small and vulnerable but on his lap she felt protected. For the first time she was thankful for his menacing appearance. No one would mess with Torres and she felt safe by association. He was like a gargoyle warding off evil spirits.

She felt rather than saw his smile.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“Don’t be sorry.”

“Three people died today because of me. Martinez got away. We might never find El Escorpion. All your work has been blown to hell.”

“There is also a hole in the ozone and the national debt is spiralling out of control. You’re not responsible for those either.”

Beth shook her head. “Oh, Torres. I’m a fake. I can’t do this. I’m not brave enough or smart enough. I’m just not. I can’t do this.”

Torres pushed a lock of hair out of her face. “You’re brave, Beth, and you’re smart. You’re just shaken up. I was wondering when it would hit you.”

“No I’m not brave. I’m scared. Flores scared me, you scare me, my mom’s disease scares me. The thought that I really am a cat lady scares me. I’m scared I will die in my sleep and my cat will eat me.” God she was pathetic. Why did she admit these things to him?

“You probably should get rid of the cat. He’s causing you no end of grief.”

Beth choked on a laugh. “I’m serious. I’m faking it. All of it: the good agent part, the loving daughter part. I’m actually angry with my mom for getting sick. That is how bad I am. You said once you like me because I’m so normal but I’m not. I’m faking that too.”

Torres stroked her hair. “Everyone is faking it, Beth. You are brave and smart and kind and a far better agent than you give yourself credit for. Give yourself a break. You saw three people murdered today in cold blood. This right now is normal.”

Beth wiped another tear away. “Really?” she asked dubiously.

“Really.”

“But you’re not blubbering.”

Torres sighed. “It wasn’t my first murder.”

Beth started to cry again. This time her tears were for Torres. Oh god, the things he had seen. The things he had done, she had made him do. They were just details for Beth but for Torres they were real. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I put you in that position. I took advantage of you.” She had manipulated him, used his past against him. There was nothing nice about it.

Torres laughed softly. “Darlin’, look at me and then look at you. You’ve never made me do anything I didn’t want to do.”

“You wouldn’t have joined the DEA if Archila hadn’t been murdered.”

“Unless you tell me you’re actually a double agent working for Los Treintas, I’m going to have to tell you to let that one go. The list of things you’re beating yourself up over is long enough. Take that one off. No one makes me do anything I don’t want to do.”

Beth nodded. He was right; he had to be. She didn’t need that guilt too. There was no way she could force him to do anything. If she could she would have forced him to give up his plans for revenge. “I’m being stupid.”

“It’s not stupid. I was waiting for this part to kick in. You kept it together far better than most people would.”

Beth’s skin warmed at the praise. She wanted to make him proud. “Except for the kidnapping a small person part. That wasn’t great.” She still didn’t know what she was going to do with Alejandra. So far Patterson had had no joy in locating any family in Mexico or El Salvador. Oh god, what had she been thinking? Part of her wished Torres had murdered her and dumped her in the desert; then dealing with the baby would be his responsibility. She had screwed up. Shit she had really screwed up.

“You were in shock. I’ve seen stupider things.”

“What about you? Why are you OK?”

“I told you. I’ve seen more than my fair share of murders.”

Beth paused. She shouldn’t ask. Torres was very clear; there were certain things he did not discuss. But she needed to know. She even wanted details. Because…because…it was Torres and for some insane reason she had a connection with the terrifying man she was cuddled up against. She wanted to understand him, or at least know him better. “Is this how you were when Archila died?”

Torres tensed; every muscle in his hard body contracted, rebelling against the question. She had gone too far. For a long time he didn’t speak. “No,” Torres finally said. “It wasn’t the same. By that point my emotions had been dulled by everything I had seen in Iraq. There were no tears, just anger, lots of anger and guilt. There has been plenty of guilt since then.”

She shouldn’t press her luck but she needed to know more. Her fingers brushed the hard plane of his chest where his scar was. The skin was raised and knotted, but the texture had the odd smoothness of new skin. The muscles below the skin hardened under her touch. “Was it Archila who pulled you to safety in Iraq?”

Torres nodded. “I was unconscious. My body was on fire. I would have died if it weren’t for Moses. I don’t even know if I remember the explosion, or I am remembering things I have been told. The only thing I remember was waking up in a hospital in Germany. I wish I could remember more then I might know what Moses went through. I might understand. I don’t know.” His deep voice trailed off.

Beth understood the logic. “You think if you remembered, you might understand why he got involved with Los Zetas?”

Torres shrugged. “Maybe. I should have that memory.”

“Because you want to feel that pain too.” Beth said. It was like when she cut her hand and wanted to feel the pain not just see the blood. She understood that need.

Beth pushed further. He may tell her to go to hell but she felt the need to try. “But you have the memory of Archila being murdered.”

“Some of it. I followed Moses. We had a fight. He told me to get lost. But I couldn’t. His life was spiralling out of control. The last thing I remember was being shot and Moses screaming at me to run and save myself. I tried to get help but I had lost too much blood. I collapsed and then I woke up in another hospital, this time in Laredo. Moses was dead. He had been shoved in a barrel and set on fire. And then I met you.”

“I’m sorry,” Beth said again. That was the Zetas’ trademark. She had read about it too many times to count but she never personally knew any of the people involved. Her heart stopped when she realised that the next body in the barrel could easily be Torres.

“Me too.”

For a long time they sat in silence. The strong thud of Torres’ heart beat against her side.

“I had a nightmare tonight. Do you get those too?”

“I find not sleeping helps with those.”

Beth nodded. “But they get better, right?”

Torres smoothed down her hair, the palm of his hand coming to rest on the small of her back. “Yeah,” he said softly. His hand felt good on her body, strong and warm.

He was lying, she could tell, but she was grateful nonetheless. “Thank you, Torres.”

“For what, Gatita?”

This time the nickname made her smile “Thanks for talking me through my meltdown.”

“Anytime.”

“Torres?”

“Yeah?”

She had already pushed too far but she may as well go for broke. She ran her hand along his chest again. “Why did you get a Santa Muerte tattoo? Was it an initiation?” She was glad they hadn’t pulled his teeth. Torres had a nice smile.

Torres shook his head. “I didn’t want to look at the scar any more.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it. The tattoo made sense. People see it and no one questions my loyalty to the Zetas. But I got it for me because I would rather see that than the burns. Santa Muerte means nothing to me in case you’re still worried I’ve gone native.”

“No I’m not worried about that any more.” Beth took a deep breath. “I trust you.” Those were words she never thought she would say to Torres, but she did, on some small level.

Torres tensed. “Why now?”

Beth shrugged. “Because my expectations have changed. I am very intense and I’m pretty black and white. You may have seen that.”

“Yeah it has come up.”

“Well,” Beth continued, “I guess I’ve always thought trust was an absolute. Either you trusted people or you didn’t, so everyone automatically fell in the ‘don’t’ category. It is kind of my default setting. But maybe trust is more situational…a kind of nebulous thing. I may just be talking nonsense, so feel free to disregard all or most of what I say. But anyway, I trust you not to go native or kill me in my sleep.” If Torres were going to kill her, it would have been today when she took Alejandra. She would have killed her if the roles had been reversed or at least battered her to within an inch of her life.

“That’s comforting.”

“It is actually a big step for me.”

“I can tell. Is that where the trust ends? You are certain I won’t kill you?”

“That pretty much sums it up,” Beth laughed. “No I guess I trust you not to physically hurt me in any way.” He had had the opportunity. She had made him angry enough, if he was going to snap he would have shown signs by now. And when he heard gunshots in Culiacan, he acted immediately, holding her down, protecting her with his body. He hadn’t even had time to think; he just acted. Even if it were instinct, they weren’t the actions of a man that would hurt her.

“But mentally is still up for discussion?”

Beth took a deep breath. There were a million ways to inflict pain on someone mentally but for most of those she would need to be emotionally invested for it to really hurt. Lucky for her she was smart enough not to let that happen with anyone. “I don’t think you would wilfully subject me to any harm,” Beth admitted.

“Not wilfully, but I might accidently?” Torres clarified.

“Are you being intentionally pedantic?”

“Just trying to work out your parameters.”

Beth sighed in exasperation. She wasn’t even sure what she meant. “Look, what I mean is I trust you as much as I can trust someone, OK?”

“I see.”

Beth waited for Torres to expand on his thoughts but he didn’t.

She promised herself not to ask but eventually the silence chipped away at her resolve. “What do you see?”

“You.” His breath was hot on her cheek, his lips only inches away from hers. “I see that you don’t trust me. You never will.”

Her skin tingled where his hot breath cooled on her neck. Her mouth was suddenly dry. Her mind blank, all conscious thought pushed out by the primal need for connection. “I don’t need to trust you, Torres.” She didn’t. She was starting to understand that Torres filled another need in her life. He was a beautiful distraction. “I’m always worried. About everything. About—” Beth stopped herself. The list was too long. “But when I’m with you…I forget.” His body was hard beneath her, a solid impenetrable wall, scarred and tattooed, dangerous and comforting. “I like the way you make me forget,” she whispered breathlessly. He was so close, but not close enough. She balled her hands into fists to keep from running them over his bare chest. She breathed in deeply, absorbing his thick masculine scent, clean and musky at the same time: perfect. She was scared but not for her usual reasons, those fears were gone, replaced by the immense presence of Torres.

“You want me to help you forget.” It wasn’t a question or maybe it was, Beth couldn’t think. No she wouldn’t let herself think, she just wanted to feel, the fear and exhilaration. She knew what he was asking and she knew there were reasons she should say no, but she couldn’t hear them. Somewhere deep in her mind they were rumbling, but they were drowned out by the thunderous rush of blood coursing through her body.

Wordlessly she nodded her head. She couldn’t find the words to speak, or maybe she didn’t trust herself to say anything.

“Are you sure?” he asked again. His low voice was hoarse.

She knew he wouldn’t ask again. Everything that happened after this point was up to him. The control was there, hers for the taking…but she could give it to him. Once she said yes, the control, the power was his. Terror and passion surged through her, mingling in the pit of her stomach, sending tendrils of desire over her body. She swallowed again, knowing this was the last moment she would still be in control. She wanted to prolong the moment, or maybe savour it.

She closed her eyes. “I’m sure.”

Torres’ hand slid down her back. His large hand cupped her ass. Her body tensed, a reflex, an artefact from her conscious mind. Gently he lifted her off his lap and sat her on the couch. He stood between her legs. There was just enough light from the kitchen to make out the hard lines of his body; so powerful so strong. She licked her dry lips, the anticipation fluttering in her stomach like the frantic wings of a hummingbird.

“Take off your clothes,” he commanded. There was nothing sweet or soft about his tone, just a command she must obey. The fear returned but it was accompanied by desire she had never experienced. Anticipation coiled in her, like a serpent ready to strike.

Wordlessly she complied. She raised her hips and he pulled her shorts off her in one smooth motion. He leaned in. She closed her eyes, and waited for his mouth to find hers. But it didn’t.

“Lift up our arms.” There was a brutal harshness in his tone.

In an instant her T-shirt was on the ground beside her shorts. Her left arm went to her chest, crossing over her, an attempt to conceal her breasts.

Torres shook his head. His eyes were narrowed, focused on her. He took her hands and pushed them down against the cushions. For a long moment he stared at her, examining every inch of her. Every place his gaze went, immediately ignited. She pushed down the wave of self-consciousness. She wished the room were black. She felt naked and exposed, vulnerable in a way she had never experienced.

She probably should tell him. But then he might stop, or laugh at her. She couldn’t take the humiliation. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to tease out some reason from her ambivalence. Shit he was going to laugh at her. Or know for sure she really was a pathetic cat lady. But he needed to lower his expectations.

She opened her eyes. He was still looking at her, scrutinising every aspect of her being. Shit she just needed to be straight with him, better embarrassed now than mortified later. “Torres, don’t get your expectations up. I’m…” The words caught in her throat. Her face was burning now. “I’m really bad in bed. Just to let you know.” She closed her eyes again; she didn’t need to see the smirk she knew would be on his full lips.

There she’d said it. It was out there now and she couldn’t take it back.

“Who told you that, Gatita?”

Was he smirking? She couldn’t tell. His voice was low and thick, almost a growl.

“Not Neil, because you haven’t slept with him.” Torres attempted to answer his own question. He dropped to his haunches at her feet. He picked up her foot and stroked the sole, the pad of his thumb kneading gently. The breath she had been holding came out in a hot rush. He lifted her foot higher. He licked the delicate arch. Sensation flowed up her leg, like an electric current, gathering in her core.

“Who said you weren’t good in bed?” he asked again. This time she could hear the smile in his voice.

Beth shook her head. “I’m just not.”

“Hmm,” was his only response. He returned his mouth to her, this time the tender spot behind her knee.

“Ahh,” she whispered when the coarse stubble of his beard rubbed against the delicate flesh. Her body was exquisitely sensitive, each sensation magnified to the point of almost being unbearable. His hands forced her knees apart until she was spread open for him, completely exposed. She held her breath as she waited for him to penetrate her.

But he didn’t, he just gazed at her naked body. Slowly his hand worked up her legs. He started at her ankles. With each inch he moved up her legs, the tension mounted. He stroked the inside of her thighs. A wave of searing heat shot through her. His hand moved to her mound, stroking the intimate curls. He was still staring at her, his eyes focused as he studied her, almost in veneration. It was too intimate, too much. She tried to press her legs together but he stopped her. He shook his dark head as he spread her legs further. Everything, all of her was on display to him. And then as if to expose her more, he ran a finger down her cleft, gently separating the folds of flesh, exposing the delicate bud at the centre. She sucked in a sharp breath.

It was too much. She tried to push his hand away but he grabbed her wrists and held them firm. His hands were strong as they closed around her arms like cuffs. She couldn’t move. She had agreed to this. Beth’s heart beat faster. He was in control; she had given it to him. Fear shot through her again and again it was overpowered by desire. She wanted him to have the control, to take it from her completely.

His mouth lowered. He licked the inside of her thigh, running his tongue up higher and higher. With each inch he moved closer, she fought the desire to push him away. But she didn’t want him away; she wanted him on her, in her. She didn’t want to feel this exposed but it was the price he demanded for the relief he promised.

His tongue slid higher again, almost there, the place where all her sensation centred. She could feel her pulse everywhere, a frantic pulsing of blood being carried to the centre. But then he stopped. His mouth dropped lower, returning to the flesh behind her knee. It was nice, it felt good, but that wasn’t where she needed him.

She shifted her hips, inviting, demanding. With one strong hand he pushed her down. Beth sucked in small gasps of air. His mouth was on her again, working her way up her thigh. She spread her legs further. She didn’t even realise she was doing it; she had no control of her body. There was a force at work greater than her conscious mind. He licked higher and higher. Again he ran his hand along her cleft, following the seam to the slick entrance of her body. His hand was poised but he didn’t enter her. He traced faint circles around and around and then slowly dipped his finger in. Her body clamped around him, needing more, but he withdrew his finger slowly. He was punishing her. It was torture. How could something feel so good and be so frustrating at the same time?

His hand moved higher until he found her clit. Softly he stroked. Beth writhed against him, rubbing herself wantonly against his hand, languishing in the feel of his rough skin against her sensitive flesh. Her inhibitions and embarrassment were gone. She was driven by a force she could not control. Her head fell to the side. She was so wet, so ready. He continued to stroke her bringing her higher and higher, pushing her closer to the edge.

But again his hand left her. Her eyes opened. Again she pushed her hips up, seeking the release his hands could bring. But again he pushed her hips down. He was in charge. All control was his.

His head lowered to her stomach. He trailed soft kisses across the soft curve of her belly from one hipbone to the other. And then he licked her navel, his tongue darting in and out.

“Torres,” she said breathlessly. He was torturing her. He had to know that. She was almost there. The slightest touch and she would explode, but he was keeping it from her. “Please,” she begged.

“Please what?”

“Please,” she said again.

“Tell me what you want, Gatita, and I’ll do it.” His hand was on her again, rubbing the delicate folds, getting closer and closer to her clit with each carnal loop.

Her mouth was too dry for words. “You. Torres, I need you. Please.”

“Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

Beth tried to swallow but she couldn’t. She couldn’t. “No…please, Torres.”

His thumb stroked her. A bolt of pleasure shot through her. She writhed against him. She was going higher again, higher than before, but still not there. She needed more. Just one more touch.

But again he stopped, leaving her on the cusp. “Where do you want me?” His still hand was on her. Heat radiated off him.

“Torres please,” she gasped. She was panting now, her breaths shallow from desire. He knew what she needed. She needed him, his hands, his mouth, his cock.

“Say it. Tell me where you want me.”

“I can’t.” Her head fell again to the side. The sensation was too much.

“Tell me or I’ll stop.” His hand slowed.

“Please,” she begged.

“You want my mouth, don’t you? My lips.” He lowered his head and licked her thighs. “And my tongue.” He licked her higher.

Beth moaned. “Yes, I want your tongue. Please Torres. Please use your tongue.”

But he didn’t move from her thighs. “Where do you want my tongue?”

Beth moaned again, the sweetest of pressure was building, so intense it almost hurt.

“Say it in Spanish. Tell me where you want my mouth. Tu verija ? Tu cachucha? Tu guayabo? Tu chocho? Tu pepita? Tu palomita?”

His voice pushed her higher. His words were harsh and dirty…vulgar and erotic. She couldn’t speak. There were no words, only need. Her legs quivered. She could not control it. Again she moaned. Her voice, like her legs were not her own.

Slowly he lowered his head. His tongue licked her folds.

And then his mouth latched onto her, sucking gently while his tongue stroked her over and over like the strumming of a guitar.

Beth cried out. The pleasure was too much. Bright colours exploded behind her lids as her body spasmed with the intensity of her orgasm. Over and over waves of pleasure battered her body.

She was suspended in the pleasure of the moment; everything else had disappeared.

She felt Torres rise and return to his seat beside her.

Slowly her body relaxed with sweet exhaustion.

“People aren’t good or bad in bed, Gatita. It is about the chemistry of the people.”

She turned to look at him. She was too satisfied to be overly concerned about the very loud orgasm she had just had. “Well we must have good chemistry. Or maybe you’re just really good. Good enough for both of us.”

He laughed.

She shook her head. “No really, Torres. When you leave the DEA, you need to put that on your CV. You have mad skills.”

Torres laughed again. “Again with my last name. I’ve never had anyone shout my last name as they came. Only you, Beth.”

Beth thought about it for a second. “Armando,” she rolled “R” for effect. “Armando,” she tried again. It just didn’t sound right. “Nope you’re Torres. Sorry, you just are. It would be like me changing my name to Millicent right now. Not going to work.”

“Fair enough, Thomson.”

Beth smiled. “OK yeah. I get it. It’s a little weird. But I’m a little weird.”

“You’re a lot weird,” he corrected her.

She hit him playfully. “You said you liked me because I’m normal.”

He shook his head. “Did I?” He feigned disbelief.

“You did, admit it or I’m not going to return the favour.”

Torres was quiet for a minute. “It’s OK, Beth. You don’t need to return the favour.” Torres stood up and crossed to the chair facing her.

An awkward silence fell between them.

“You don’t want me to?” she finally said. Her brows knit together in confusion.

“No. That was about you feeling better.”

“Oh…um…OK.” She didn’t know what to say. His words were a slap in the face. She was a charity case. He felt sorry for her so he got her off. Unbelievable. She was a pity fuck. Oh God. She closed her eyes as the mortification beat against her.

“You said you wanted me to help you forget.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. Suddenly he looked uncomfortable, like he wanted to be any place but here with her.

Beth shook her head. “No…yeah…I get it. Thanks.” Suddenly she realised she was still naked. She grabbed her shorts and quickly pulled them on, then her shirt. “Um…yeah.” She didn’t know what to say. She had already thanked him, which was pathetic enough. She wasn’t going to do that again. “Um…sorry about the glass. I’ll buy you a new one.”

He said something but she couldn’t hear him, she was already in the bedroom. It took all her control not to run.

Sweet Jesus, what just happened? Maybe it was part of the same nightmare. She was still dreaming and soon she would wake up. Dear God, let her wake up.

***

Torres stood outside her door, the door to his room. She was in his bed. Shit he had messed up. He laid his hand on the door. He should go in and apologise. But what could he say? Sorry I’m an asshole? Sorry I can’t have a normal interaction with you? Sorry I nearly lost control and forced myself on you? Tell her she was right, she shouldn’t trust him? Maybe tell her he was more broken than her.

Torres rubbed his head and swore. There was nothing he could say that she would understand, nothing that would make it all right. He didn’t even understand. She just felt too close. He felt something with her. And what he felt scared him.

Christ he had almost lost control with her. It was all too much. It didn’t make sense. She wasn’t beautiful or special or… Christ what was it? He wanted her. There was a moment where he needed her and nothing would have stopped him from taking her, nothing, maybe not even her… It wouldn’t have been pretty or comforting or even dignified. He just wanted to be in her, to have her, in every way. God he had very nearly lost all control.

The only thing that stopped him was remembering her say she trusted him not to hurt her. Christ what was wrong with him?

He pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers. He’d screwed up.

“Shit,” he said into the blackness of the room.


Chapter Ten

Beth lay awake looking at Alejandra’s sleeping form. She might be the first person to ever hope a baby would wake up. She needed the distraction, something to keep from thinking about the mess she had made with everything. When the baby looked up at her with her big brown eyes, Beth knew she had done the right thing. It was stupid and reckless but it was right.

She hadn’t been able to go back to sleep. For three hours she stared at the ceiling. From the light of the alarm clock she could make out the cast-iron arms of the rustic chandelier. In her mind she traced them over and over.

She was exhausted. Unlike Torres, she needed her sleep. Ahh Torres. Beth closed her eyes. Not even telling herself that he would soon be gone made the sting any less painful. Last night had been the most surreal experience of her life. Physically it was the most pleasurable and emotionally it was…shit: absolute shit. She was humiliated and embarrassed and ashamed and dear God there were not enough pejorative terms for what she felt. She was going to need to buy a thesaurus to encapsulate her humiliation in a more succinct manner. There had to be a word for it.

Shitty summed it up quite nicely actually.

Beth took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She had to face him eventually. She swung her legs over the side of the bed. Best to just bite the bullet.

“Hi,” Torres said from the kitchen.

Heat rose in her cheeks. Her heart thumped frantically in her chest. She fought the urge to run back into the bedroom and slam the door. “Hi.” She forced the word out.

“Want some coffee?”

Beth’s eyes widened. Unbelievable. That was the game they were playing, humiliate and forget. Brilliant, she would be great at that. She ignored things better than most people. She was able to ignore the fact that she green-lighted murder: ignoring a bit of humiliation would be a walk in the park. “That would be great, thanks.”

Torres poured her a cup before he added milk and maple syrup to sweeten it. He knew how she took her coffee. The realisation made her stop. She had spent the night with her fair share of men and she didn’t think any of them knew how she took her coffee. Then again Torres also knew what every inch of her body felt like, what she tasted like, and no doubt what her face looked like after he rejected her.

Beth took the mug he offered. His fingers brushed hers. Her skin warmed at the touch.

She couldn’t ignore this. The humiliation wasn’t going to go away. “Look, Torres.”

Beth’s mobile phone rang in the other room. Beth jumped when she heard the ringtone she had assigned to Patterson: ‘You’re So Vain’ by Carly Simon.

She nearly tripped over her feet as she ran to answer it. It had to be news about Alejandra’s family in El Salvador.

“Hey,” Beth said.

“Hey. Is Torres with you?”

Beth looked up. Torres was there, staring at her. She turned her back to him. “Yeah.”

“Good. Nobody made him,” Patterson said. “His cover is fine.”

Beth shook her head. “How can you be sure?”

“How can I be sure? Um…because one of us is good with intelligence.”

“Don’t.” Beth didn’t have time for this today. He expected her to say something cutting in return. Everything was a pissing contest with Patterson, a numbers game of one-upmanship. He hated sharing authority with her. Most days Beth held her own, but today she wasn’t even going to try. “You can’t be sure of that. If it’s not 100% safe, I’m calling it.” Beth was careful not to say his name and let them know they were talking about him.

“Look at you going all soft. Are you sleeping with him or something?” Patterson laughed. He cracked himself up.

“Screw you.”

“Settle down.” Patterson laughed again. “Too much time in Taco Town. Ready to come home, señorita?”

Beth wondered if Patterson had any idea how unbelievably racist he sounded sometimes. “Why did you call me?”

“Not for the small talk. You suck at that.”

“Yep…anyway.”

“No joy in locating living relatives for the kid.”

Now he was just being an asshole: A lazy asshole. “Look again. Maria Sanchez has a mom and two sisters in San Salvador. Want their names and addresses too?” Beth shook her head. This is why she liked working alone, no one to drop the ball.

“Had family. All dead.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. Had she misheard him? “No. Look again. Anita Sanchez owns a pharmacy. Check again. Both sisters work there.”

“Nothing to check. Confirmed it this morning with the PNC.”

“What?” Beth shook her head. “That’s not right. My information is good.”

“It was good until about 7pm Pacific Standard Time last night. All shot in the head. A photo of a scorpion was nailed to the pharmacy shutters. Want me to send you the photos to match what you have in your files?”

Beth’s heart stopped. “No.” Oh God. What did this mean?

“OK, we need Torres back in Nuevo Laredo tonight. There is talk of movement over the World Trade Bridge.”

“His cover—” Beth started again. He couldn’t go back. It wasn’t safe. She could feel it.

“His cover is fine. Every source is reporting a crazed white woman screaming bloody murder and then stealing a baby. People even saying you were the shooter. People think it was a kidnapping gone bad. Nobody is even mentioning a Hispanic male. Turns out you made enough of a scene to cover him. Well played. I’m sure that is what you were planning the whole time,” Patterson said sarcastically.

She was never going to live this down. “What about Alejandra?”

“Who?”

“The baby.”

“Oh yeah, the kid you stole. She is coming to America. She is now officially in federal custody until further notice. You fucked up, Beth.”

“Yep I did.” Beth shifted from one foot to the other. “What’s going to happen to her?”

“A safe house until Martinez is found.”

Beth’s eyes widened. That could be years. “Who is going to take care of her?”

“Not my problem. We just need to get her out of Mexico before anyone gets suspicious. There will be papers waiting for you at the airport. Anyone asks: she is your kid. You were in Mexico visiting her father: your ex-husband. Got it?”

“Yeah I got it.” Normally Beth was the one giving orders.

Beth hung up the phone.

“What did he say?” Torres asked when she was off the phone.

Beth turned around slowly to face him. It was game on. She was still his superior. “We need you back in Nuevo Laredo.”

Torres didn’t respond.

“I’m leaving today with Alejandra. I shouldn’t be seen with you. Your cover is still intact. Let’s keep it that way,” she said as if it was a matter of fact.

“Beth, we need to talk.”

She brushed past him. “We need to minimise our contact. Safer for you to stay out of Laredo all together.” She was talking shit. It wasn’t any safer for him in Nuevo Laredo than Mazatlan. But it would be easier for her. He wasn’t safe anywhere but it wasn’t her call any more and it wasn’t her problem. “Call me if you need to. I won’t need to see you again unless…” Her voice trailed off. There was really no need to see him. He could go through Patterson.

“Beth stop, we need to talk.”

Beth spun in her heel. “What, do you want out?” For a brief second she let herself hope he would say yes.

“No.”

“Good. Then we have nothing to talk about. Alejandra’s maternal family have been murdered. Probably Martinez.”

“Shit. I’m sorry, Beth. It’s not your fault.” His dark eyes brimmed with sadness. But he was good at faking emotion.

Beth held her hand up. “No. I know it’s not my fault. I don’t need you to comfort me.” The way he had comforted her last night would provide enough humiliation for the rest of her life.

She turned and walked towards the bedroom again.

“Beth, stop it. I need to talk to you.”

When she opened the door, Alejandra was sitting up in bed. Tears welled in her eyes.

Beth’s heart sank. She didn’t think it was possible to feel any worse than she did before. She really needed to stop challenging the universe like that.

“Oh baby girl.” Beth scooped her up. “Were you scared? I know. It’s scary isn’t it? But I’m here. You’re not alone.” Beth kissed the top of her head.

She had messed up. Taking Alejandra was the wrong thing do. But she would do it again a million times over. “Let’s get you fed and a fresh diaper.” Thankfully Torres had gone to town and bought supplies for her. He was surprisingly considerate for an asshole.

Torres handed her a diaper and wipes before he left her alone to get the baby ready. Beth dressed her in the red polka dot dress Torres had brought back last night. She brushed the baby’s hair and then fastened a clip at the side to keep her ringlets from falling into her eyes. “Pretty Girl,” Beth said as she kissed the tip of her nose. That what Beth’s mom called her: Pretty Girl.

Torres had already set the table for them. He had made pancakes. The scene was too domestic for her. She didn’t have the energy to pretend this morning. She handed Torres the baby. “I need to take a shower,” Beth said. It was an excuse. She just didn’t want to sit in the same room as Torres.

Torres nodded.

Beth took her time in the shower. She lathered, rinsed and repeated, something she had never done before; it seemed like a waste of money and shampoo but the longer she was in the shower the less time she had to be with Torres.

Beth pulled her wet hair back into a ponytail. She sat on the edge of the bed. She could hear Alejandra laughing. Of course she was, apparently all females had an affinity for Torres. Beth rolled her eyes.

She was being petty and stupid. Torres was not obliged to get a blowjob from her. She needed some perspective; he had refused a sex act, not committed a federal crime.

To be fair, he had actually committed federal crimes while he was undercover, and none of those had her sulking. She needed to put on her big girl panties. Yes rejection was hard, mortification was worse…but there was no need to be a petulant child about it.

“OK, big girl, time to man up,” Beth said out loud. That didn’t even make sense but it was her best effort at a pep talk. Pep talks worked better out loud because they drowned out all the crap she was saying to herself in her mind. “Man up!” Beth said again when her feet didn’t move. “OK let’s get ur done.” She had heard that one often enough since she had moved to Texas.

But still nothing.

 “The sooner you get back to Texas, the sooner you get Blue Bell ice cream.” And with that, her body finally saw fit to see past her humiliation.

Beth walked into the kitchen. “Where’s Alejandra?”

Torres pointed to the alcove. A wooden gate was fastened across the front of the small room, effectively creating a large confined play area for her. Alejandra sat happily on the floor playing with a wooden toy Torres had bought for her yesterday.

“Where did you get the baby gate?”

“I made it last night.”

“She’s leaving today.”

 “Yeah well I couldn’t sleep.” Torres shrugged.

Beth’s back stiffened. “Really? You had time to kill and this is what you chose to do? Unbelievable.” So much for putting on her big girl pants, apparently they had been swapped for her bitchy pants.

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about it.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Of course I don’t want to talk about it. But—” Beth stopped herself.

“But what?”

Beth considered her words. What would make her sound the least pathetic? She shook her head. Any way she cut it she looked pretty pitiful. “Look Torres, I don’t know what your game is. But I’m not a charity case. I don’t need you to get me off.” He no doubt thought he had done the frigid cat lady a favour, showing her it was possible to have an orgasm with someone else.

Torres’ lips curled into a wicked smile. “Is that what you think it was?”

“I don’t know what it was.”

“Well that makes two of us,” Torres admitted.

Beth sighed. It wasn’t getting any less awkward. “Look, I had a crappy day. No I am actually having a crappy week. What happened last night was a mistake.” Beth gesticulated wildly with her hands. “A massive mistake. Of all the stupid things I have done, it was right up there with stealing a child. Not my finest moment.”

Torres nodded which only served to upset her more.

“Why did you do it?” she asked.

Torres let out a stream of air. His dark eyes trained on her. “Because I wanted to. I wanted to make you feel good.”

Beth shook her head. “So I was a charity case? Or was it to prove a point? You’re such a great lover; you can even make me come? Is that what it was, like a challenge? Once you proved you could do it, you were done.” Beth turned to check on Alejandra. It felt wrong having this conversation in front of her, which was ridiculous because she didn’t speak English and even if she did, she would have no idea what they were talking about.

“No, Beth.”

“That’s it?! That is your explanation?”

“What do you want from me, Beth?”

“I want to know why you wouldn’t let me—” Beth turned again to check on Alejandra who was happily using a spoon to try to turn the pages of a board book. “Return the favour,” she whispered.

Torres smiled, his eyes crinkling at the sides. “ You’re right I shouldn’t have let it happen. I might never see you again and I know you well enough to know you aren’t the kind of woman who sleeps around. If I was a good guy, I would have made you some hot milk and sent you back to bed but I’m not a nice guy. I wanted you. Straight up, nothing more, nothing less. I wanted to taste you and lick you until you came all over my face. I wanted to feel your body contract and hear you scream my name. No charity there, Gatita. Just straight up lust. I wanted to make you come.”

A hot flush touched her cheeks. It felt like a trap, luring her in just to shoot her down again. “But why didn’t you let me?”

Torres dropped his head. “Because I wouldn’t have been able to stop. My control was gone. I wanted you Beth and I couldn’t have stopped myself. I can’t remember ever wanting something more. It wasn’t a desire. It was bigger than that, uglier. I couldn’t have stopped myself.” His voice hushed, the shame palpable. “You said you trusted me not to hurt you but I could have.” The pain was written clearly on his face.

Beth’s breath caught in her throat. She understood. The way he reacted when she accused him of abusing women, he was scared of being like Flores.

He was nothing like Flores, the fact that he had stopped told her that. Tentatively she reached for his hand. “You would have stopped. But for the record: there is nothing you could have done to me last night that I wouldn’t have wanted. I don’t know if you noticed, but I was up for anything.” Her cheeks burned at the admission.

Torres wrapped his long fingers around hers. “Those are dangerous words, Gatita.”

Beth smiled. “Perhaps I should amend that. I was up for anything as long as it was legal…and hygienic…” Beth crinkled her nose as she thought. “Yep that about covers it. Just keep it legal and hygienic and we would be good to go.”

“What I did to you last night is still illegal in some states.”

“Good point. Let’s strike the legal requirement. As long as it is hygienic.” Beth threw her hands in the air. “Oh who am I kidding? We both know you could have talked me round on that part too. Basically I was up for it. Who knew I was that girl?” She shook her head at herself.

Torres smiled. “I did.”

Their hands were still interlinked. “Torres, you would have stopped if I asked.” She had no doubt in her mind.

He smiled faintly but it didn’t reach his eyes.

She needed him to know it was OK. “And if you hadn’t, I would have been OK with that too. I gave you permission to do anything you wanted. Turns out I trust you with my body.” She raised their linked hands and kissed his knuckles. Her heart was an entirely different matter, but he was certainly welcome to her body.

He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “What time do you need to be at the airport?”

 “Now.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I need to get out of Mexico ASAP.” She glanced over at the baby. “You can come back too, Torres. I’m not sure it is safe.”

Torres raised a dark brow. “Really, running drugs isn’t safe? Tell me more, Gatita.”

Beth pulled her hand away. “I’m serious. I can’t guarantee your cover is still intact.” She had already screwed things up enough. She couldn’t risk Torres’ safety. It wasn’t worth it: finding El Escorpion, getting home, none of it.

“Don’t start doubting yourself, Beth. You’re a good agent.”

She looked away. Three dead bodies said otherwise. “I’m worried about you, Torres. I have a really bad feeling about this.”

“It is dangerous,” he admitted. “That’s a given.”

“You don’t need to go back.”

“I do. I have to.”

Beth shook her head. “For Archila?” She never knew the man but she had a sudden and intense disdain for him.

“And for me. I have to do this.”

Beth bit her lip to stop it from shaking. This felt too much like goodbye forever. She no longer found any comfort in the thought that this was likely the last time she saw him. “As your superior, I know I should feel grateful that you are willing to continue, but as your friend, I want to talk you out of this.” If there was anything she could say to talk him out of it, she would. She could not shake the feeling that this was the last time she would see him.

Torres smiled. “I’ve never had a female friend.”

Beth laughed. “They always say you remember your first.”

“Trust me, Gatita, I’ll never forget you.”

Beth closed her eyes to keep the tears that were welling in her eyes from falling. She turned away so he couldn’t see her cry. She walked to the alcove and scooped up the baby. “OK baby girl, are you ready for your American adventure?” She wouldn’t let herself cry. Not in front of Torres; once she got on the plane her body could do whatever it wanted, but for right now, she was in control. “Come on, baby girl. Say goodbye to Torres.”

Torres leaned down and kissed the baby’s forehead. “Adios, mija.”

Then Torres turned to her and kissed her on the forehead again. She would have preferred he kissed her properly on the mouth but she would take what she could get. “Adios, Gatita. Take care of yourself.”


Chapter Eleven

Beth handed Alejandra a board book with a rattle built into the top. The baby swung it back and forth like she was waving a flag at a Fourth of July parade. Beth sat back so she would not hit her in the face.

“Look at you, Thomson, all maternal.” Patterson lifted his feet and put them on her desk. “Please don’t get knocked up on me. Don’t want you going all soft…and the maternity leave shit.”

“Yeah those six weeks the government gives you, total bullshit. Why give women any time off?” Beth said earnestly. The sarcasm would be lost on Patterson anyway.

“You know that women in China just squat in the rice paddy, squeeze out the kid and then get back to work? None of this paid leave shit.”

There was nothing quite like a bit of casual racism to get the day going. “I promise to never have children if you promise the same. God knows your gene pool is nothing we want to be swimming in.”

Patterson snickered. He picked up one of the business cards from a brass box on the desk and started picking at his teeth. “The safe house is ready for you. Nice set up outside San Antonio. You steal a kid and get a paid vacation. Maybe I should rape somebody’s granny and see if they give me the corner office.”

“Why don’t you? I’m fairly certain force is the only way you’re going to get sex or a new office anyway. So knock yourself out, Patterson.”

He smiled again. He loved to be insulted. He probably got off on it but Beth wasn’t going to dwell on it. “Good thing you like the little tamale ’cause you might be spending a lot of time with her.” Patterson gestured to Alejandra.

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “What? Alejandra is coming with me?” Beth held up her hand in protest. She wasn’t a babysitter. She liked the little girl well enough but she also liked the lions at the San Antonio zoo and she had no plans on sharing a house with them either.

“Two safe houses?” Patterson made a tut sound. “Run those numbers, and let me know how that works out.”

“Yeah I get that. But I assumed she would be going to social services. I can’t take care of her.”

Patterson’s smile widened. “You got the requisite lady parts. You’ll be fine.”

“Seriously, Patterson, don’t be a jackass. I have absolutely no qualifications.”

“She eats dirt. What kind of qualifications do you think you need? You’re a sane person of legal age with no prison record.”

Beth let of a stream of air. “Well sane is debatable,” she said before he could.

He laughed. “Come on. Get your stuff. I want you guys out before the tamale stinks up the office.”

She was going to point out that it was her office but there were too many things wrong with Patterson’s last statement to focus on that particular point.

“Is there anything you want from your house?” he asked.

Beth shook her head. “No thanks. How am I expected to work with a baby?”

“What about all that feminist bullshit you ladies spout about having it all?”

Beth held up a hand in protest. “I don’t want it all. I just want to do my job.”

“Should have thought of that before you snatched the tamale.”

“Her name is Alejandra. And what exactly did you expect me to do?”

“Um…I don’t know, Thomson. Maybe not give it your best attempt at ruining two years of work. That would be a pretty good place to start.”

Patterson looked comfortable at her desk: a bit too comfortable. “This is still my case.”

“Who you trying to convince?”

“I’ll be two hours away. Keep me in the loop with everything. I mean it, Patterson. Don’t be an asshole. Keep tabs on Torres. If there is even a rumbling, I want him out.”

Patterson put back the business card he had just been using to pick his teeth. “What is it with you and that bald Mexican? You boning him?”

“Screw you, Patterson. We have an agent in the field, against my better judgement I should add. I want him safe.”

Patterson held up a finger, like a teacher scolding a naughty schoolgirl. “Your judgement hasn’t been the best of late.”

“Screw you!” She didn’t realise she had shouted until Alejandra reacted startled. “The baby is on me. I hold my hands up to that. But what happened in Culiacan is just as much on you and every other agent on the Treinta task force. Someone’s information was bad or maybe someone picked silver over lead,” she said pointedly.

There was a saying amongst the cartels: plata o plomo – silver or lead. Police had two choices: they could accept bribes (plata) or they would be shot (plomo). Either way the cartels would get what they wanted.

Patterson’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t like what you’re implying.”

“I don’t like that Martinez was tipped off.”

“Fuck you, Thomson. How dare you accuse me!” Patterson stood up.

“I didn’t accuse you. If you have a guilty conscience, that’s on you.”

Patterson shook his head. “What’s gotten into you? You’re not usually such a bitch.”

“Witnessing a triple homicide will do that to a girl.”


Chapter Twelve

Beth stared at her computer screen. The bright light of the screen hurt her eyes. Maybe she should call it a night. She glanced at the clock 2:17am. She had worked past midnight again. Being based in San Antonio had surprisingly little impact on her productivity. If anything she was more efficient because there were no distractions. There was no one to talk to other than the agents that guarded the house and the nanny who had been assigned for Alejandra. She was the widow of a former agent. She looked mid-sixties but Beth wasn’t great with ages. She was pleasant enough and she spoke Spanish, which was nice for Alejandra.

They had been in the safe house just over three weeks and there had been no word of Torres. Beth read through everything from work daily to check, but nothing since the last shipment of cocaine. Patterson’s intelligence had been right. Torres had moved another thirty kilos of cocaine into Texas via the World Trade Bridge. That was all Beth knew, that as of fifteen days ago he was alive and well. She studied the grainy black and white photo. He looked good, from what she could see from the blurry picture.

Beth rubbed her eyes; time to call it a night.

Her mobile phone rang on the table, vibrating and scooting across the glass surface. It was Patterson. Her heart picked up speed. Calls after midnight were never good.

“Hey.”

“You watching the news.”

“No. Why?”

“Turn on CNN.” Patterson sounded flustered.

“I don’t have cable. What is it?”

“They have a website or some shit…I don’t know. Just look it up.”

Beth squeezed the phone. “What am I looking for?”

“Torres.”

Her heart stopped. Her phone fell through her hands onto the glass table. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. “Is he…” She couldn’t bring herself to ask.

“I’ll send you the link,” Patterson said again.

Beth’s eyes darted to the computer. “Just tell me if he’s OK.”

“I don’t know. Watch the video.”

Oh shit. Oh shit oh shit. “Where is the link?” Beth demanded as she pounded the refresh button on her computer over and over until the new message appeared.

The newsreader began the segment with a warning about the graphic nature of the footage. The scene changed to the courthouse in the historic centre of Bogotá. Beth recognised it from the summer she had spent as an exchange student in South America.

Her brows knit together in confusion. “This is in Colombia. What does this have to do with Torres?”

“Keep watching.”

Beth listened as the disembodied voice of a foreign correspondent explained that four heads had been sent to the American consulate with a note warning the DEA to take their spies home. A picture flashed on the screen of the victims but there was no way to make out the faces because the network had pixelated them to comply with decency laws. In truth the viewer now would have no idea what they were looking at had they not just been told.

 “Torres isn’t in South America. He’s in Mexico.” She breathed a sigh of relief. Beth should not be happy. They had lost four agents today. Four families had lost someone they loved.

But it wasn’t Torres. She closed her eyes. Thank God.

“Torres was in Colombia as of seventy-two hours ago.”

“Bullshit. I was just looking at a picture of him crossing into Laredo.”

“That was a week ago. He went to Colombia after that. There was supposed to be another shipment of cocaine.”

Beth shook her head. Patterson was winding her up. She knew he could be an asshole but this was out of order. You don’t make jokes about the safety of your agents; it was tempting fate too much. “I never gave him clearance to go to Colombia.”

“You didn’t have to. It’s above your pay grade.”

Beth squeezed the phone until her fingers shook. “What the hell do you mean? This isn’t funny, Patterson. This is a dick move, even for you.”

There was a long silence. “I’m sorry, Beth,” he said softly.

The use of her first name nearly undid her. He only ever called her Thomson or California. No! Her mind screamed.

“Did you send him to Colombia? You asshole!” If Patterson were there she would have punched him in the throat.

“It wasn’t me. This was the first I have heard of it.”

“Bullshit,” Beth screamed. “We are in charge of the Treinta task force. Nobody else could have sent him.”

“It is bigger than the Treintas.”

Beth took a second to process the information. It didn’t make sense. She couldn’t think.

“I’m sorry, Beth,” Patterson said again. “I know he was your recruit. This must be hard for you. I’m genuinely sorry.”

“Screw you. He had no business being anywhere near Colombia.”

“I’m sorry.” His voice was laced with sympathy. This wasn’t the Patterson she knew. Where was her misogynistic and borderline racist partner? This wasn’t right. Maybe it was another dream. Shit she couldn’t breathe. She was gasping but the air wouldn’t move past her constricted throat.

“Beth are you there?” Patterson asked.

She tried to speak but it came out like the squeak of a mouse caught in a trap.

“Take some time off. Go see your family. I can get it arranged this end. We’ll send a few agents with you. Take a week.”

Beth closed her eyes. “No,” she managed to say. She took a deep breath. Torres is a detail. Focus on the big picture. She repeated the words over and over to herself until she was focused enough to speak. She hated herself for doing it, making him one of the details she ignored, but she had to do it, she couldn’t keep going if he was real. She licked her dry lips. “Have they been identified formally?”

“We’re still waiting on DNA.”

“That will take too long. I need to see the original pictures.”

“I don’t have them yet. Beth, do you really want to see them?”

Of course she didn’t want to see them but she had to. “Yes. We need to make a preliminary identification. Who are the other three agents?”

“I have no idea. They weren’t ours. There is some talk that they were from San Diego.”

Beth shook her head. That didn’t make sense either. All of Torres’ associates were from Texas or Nueva Laredo. “Maybe it’s not Torres.” She was grasping at straws. “Check his house in Mazatlan. You personally, Patterson, I want you to do it. Also check movement on his passport. If he really flew to Colombia, there would be a record of it.”

“Beth, listen. Torres definitely was in Colombia and there is no record of him leaving.”

Beth shook her head. “He could have driven out. Check his house in Laredo.”

“We have. Both places are empty. He’s not there.”

Beth didn’t hear the rest of the conversation beyond something about DNA confirmation. “I can’t talk right now.” The phone slid from her fingers and hit the glass table.

Her head dropped. She held her face in her hands. Her heart hurt, grief and guilt squeezed it until she could feel her blood stagnating. Maybe she was having a heart attack. Is this what they felt like? Why couldn’t she breathe? How could her body hurt so much? Oh God she was going to be sick. Bile burned in the back of her throat. She ran to the bathroom, barely making it before her stomach clenched. There was nothing in her stomach but her body didn’t care. She was sick again and again until the bile she was bringing up was streaked with blood. She tried telling herself to let go of the details. It was all about the big picture.

But Torres wasn’t a detail.

“Oh, God,” she cried. She held onto the toilet seat as another wave of nausea hit her. Torres…not Torres. She slid down to the floor. The tiles were cold. And wet. Her hands went to her eyes. She was crying.

She lay on the bathroom floor for hours or maybe it was minutes. There was no way to tell. Her body ached all over. But she was grateful for it. She needed the pain. She deserved it. It gave her something to focus on, without it she might scream and if she started she might never stop.

Slowly she pulled herself up off the floor. She needed to get to…shit what did she need to do? There had to be something she should be doing. Should she call his mother? Immediately she rejected the idea. They needed to wait for DNA confirmation. It might take weeks…but those were weeks where Silvia Torres would still have a son. She would be childless after that. She had already lost two sons to gang violence. She needed those weeks. Beth needed to give her those weeks, let her world be whole for a little bit longer.

There was nothing for Beth to do. She looked at herself in the mirror. She could never be described as an American Beauty Rose but now she looked like shit. The blood vessels in and around her eyes had burst. Her eyelids and forehead were covered in a thick dusting of red marks. Even the whites of her eyes hadn’t been spared. She looked like a crime scene photo; it looked like she had blood sprayed over her. She turned on the water and rinsed out her mouth but she could still feel the acidic burn of bile. She swished some Listerine around her mouth and spat it in the sink.

She should get to bed. She doubted she would sleep but she should try. The sun would be up soon, as would Alejandra. Beth dragged herself up the stairs, holding onto the smooth wooden banister for support. The wood reminded her of Torres and immediately her eyes welled up. She ran her hand along the smooth wood. If Torres had built it, it would be better: more intricate. She wiped a tear from her eye and forced herself up another stair.

Tomorrow she would force herself to make Torres one of the details she didn’t think about but tonight she was going to let herself cry. She could pretend to be strong tomorrow.

Beth paused at the door to Alejandra’s room. The brass doorknob was cool. Beth opened the door and tiptoed across to her crib. The baby was sleeping on her tummy, her lips slightly apart, her hands and legs curled under her. Beth fought the urge to stroke her hair. It would wake her up, so she just watched her sleep until her eyes blurred from tears.

Eventually Beth made the trip down the long hall to her own room. If she was lucky there was an hour of darkness left. She would use the time to grieve. She didn’t kid herself that that would be enough time. She knew she might always carry it with her, but she could pretend she didn’t.

Beth closed the door to her room and kicked off her shoes.

Suddenly a hand was over her mouth and another hand was wrapped around her waist dragging her back. She tried to scream but the sound was strangled.

She needed to get the agents’ attention. They were in a van parked outside watching the house. If she could flash her lights, they might see and realise she needed help.

Beth lunged forward with all her might but she couldn’t reach the switch. She was dragged back further, away from the door, away from the light…to the bed.

She bit the hand across her mouth as hard as she could. She didn’t even stop when she tasted blood.

But he did not let go.


Chapter Thirteen

“Fuck Gatita, you even bite like a cat,” he whispered against her ear.

Her heart stopped in her chest. Only one person called her that. But he was…unless…

She screamed against his hand again.

“I’m going to take away my hand. Don’t scream. I didn’t think you would want the agents knowing I was here. Next time I’ll use the door and save myself the stitches.”

Beth spun on her heel. The room was dark but she could make out his solid form.

“Torres,” she whispered. Her voice was strangled.

“It’s me, Gatita.”

Beth lunged at him, her hands balled into tight fists. She swung her arm and her hand connected with his face. It felt like his nose. She swung again, this time she hit him in the chin. Her knuckles burned from the impact. She flattened her hands and struck his face with her palms over and over. She grabbed his shirt and pulled until the fabric ripped and then she hit him again.

“Fight back,” she hissed. “Hit me back.” She slapped him again and again and when her hands could no longer stand the sting, she kicked him. He didn’t move to stop her or block her punches. He absorbed each one. She shoved him hard against the bed. “I hate you.” She pushed him again. This time he fell onto the bed. “I hate you!” she said again. She climbed on top of him and hit him again.

His face was wet from blood.

“I hate you, Torres,” she said again. She lifted her hand to hit him again but she couldn’t. A sob tore through her body. She convulsed with tears as she fell to the bed beside him. He laid a hand on the flat of her back. “Let it out,” he whispered.

She rose to her knees. She wiped the tears from her eyes. Her hands were not burning any more. She needed to feel something again. She pulled again on his shirt. The small tear she made gave way as she pulled on the soft fabric. Her hands ran across his chest, the knotted scars of burned flesh. “I hate you,” she sobbed.

“I’m sorry.” He reached up to stroke her face.

“No!” She slapped his hand away. “I hate you, Torres.” Her hands ran over his chest again and then lower to the waist of his jeans. She unbuttoned them and pulled them lower on his hips. She couldn’t get them all the way off but they were low enough for her to reach for him.

She wrapped her hands around his soft girth. His body jerked as she stroked him, instantly growing hard in her hand.

“I hate you,” Beth cried. She let go of him long enough to strip off her jeans and underwear. “I hate you,” she whispered again. She crawled over him and positioned herself with him at the entrance of her body.

Torres reached for her again but she pushed his hand away, pinning it to the bed. “Don’t!” she shouted.

She slid down his cock. She didn’t give herself time to stretch or adjust. She wanted him inside her and she needed the pain. She wanted it to hurt so she could feel alive. She winced. Her body was not ready for him but that is what she wanted. It hurt and that is what she needed more than anything else. She rocked against him, her hips crashing against his. She leaned back and rode him, rocking her hips faster and faster. It stopped hurting after a few strokes. She rode him harder, trying to capture more of the initial pain, but it felt good. She was wet now and she slid over him. God it felt good, the way he filled her so completely. She leaned back so each stroke was not rubbing her clit. She didn’t want it to feel good.

“Beth, I’m going to come if you don’t stop.” Was he telling her as a warning or as a consideration? She didn’t care. She kept going until he grunted and she felt the hot release against her inner walls. She collapsed onto him and cried. Her whole body shook from the sobs.

“Shh, don’t cry.” He ran his hand over her back. She was still wearing her T-shirt. “It’s OK.” He said again but she couldn’t stop shaking. “I drove all night to get here,” he whispered into her hair.

Beth’s cheek rested against his; it was wet from her tears and his blood.

She realised she had made his nose bleed. “I thought you were dead.”

“I know. I wanted to get here before you saw it. I’m sorry.”

“What happened? Four people were killed. I thought you were dead.” She started to cry again.

“I know, I’m sorry.”

“I thought they made you,” she sobbed.

He guided her hand over the scarred tissue of his chest. “Nobody questions my loyalty,” he assured her.

Beth sat up and gently kissed the Santa Muerte tattoo on his chest. “I love this tattoo,” she said between sobs. And she did, if it kept him alive. “You’re not a detail I can pretend not to know.”

“I know.”

She didn’t have to explain herself. He understood what she was saying.

 “Don’t worry about me.”

Beth shook her head. “How can I not worry about you? I worry about everything. You’re my agent.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him. “And you’re my friend.”

“If word got out this was one of the perks of going undercover, the DEA would never have a problem with recruitment again.”

Beth smiled. “Oh God, you’re still wearing your boxer shorts…and your jeans.” She covered her eyes. “Oh God. First you do something illegal to me and then I return the favour with a felony. I punched you and then forced myself on you. My God, who does that?” She pushed herself up but Torres wouldn’t let her go.

“Trust me, Gatita, we were going to be having sex tonight.”

“Please don’t try to make me feel better about it.” She turned her head. She couldn’t bear to look at him. She had completely lost control.

“Look at me.” He reached for her face but she turned away.

In an instant he rolled her onto her back and pinned her against the bed. He held her head between his hands so she couldn’t move. “Do you honestly think you could make me do anything I didn’t want?”

Beth considered his question for a second. She could barely breathe. There was no doubt he could overpower her in seconds, he had done it before. If he didn’t want to have sex, they would not have had sex. “I hit you,” she said.

“You were scared.” He leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “If it really bothered me, I would have stopped you.”

Beth’s lips trembled. “OK. Thank you, Torres.”

“Again with the last name. What do I need to do for you to use my first name?”

Beth laughed through her tears. “Sorry Armando. Nope that just doesn’t sound right.”

“OK, Torres it is.” He kissed her again, this time her neck.

Beth squeezed out from under him. “What happened in Colombia? Why were you there?”

“Martinez is there. Los Treintas are bringing more drugs through. After you left, Jessop contacted me to give me the heads up.”

Beth stiffened at the mention of her boss. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

Torres shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t want you going back to Colombia.”

Torres sighed. “Is it selfish that I kind of like that you worry? It’s been a long time since someone worried about me.”

“I mean it, Torres. I will speak to Jessop. It’s not safe. Four agents were killed.”

Torres shook his head. “No, they weren’t agents. Three were Treintas and the other was Carlos Leguna. He was one of the guys you met with Flores.”

Beth’s body tensed. “What happened?”

Torres let out a stream of air. “Flores didn’t trust him, thought he was working for the DEA. I could have stopped him but I didn’t.”

Beth nodded. “It would have blown your cover.” Fear gripped her again as she contemplated it.

“He was just a kid.”

Beth sat up. “No,” she said adamantly. “He was a Zetilla. He was dead the moment he joined Los Zetas. I want you out.”

Torres didn’t say anything.

“I mean it. I am speaking as your superior.”

Torres smiled. “No, you’re not. You’re talking as my friend…and I appreciate that. It means a lot that I have someone who has my back.”

Beth shook her head. “It nearly killed me. You’re not a detail.”

Torres pulled her head down against his chest and stroked her hair. “I know.”

“How did you know where to find me?”

“Jessop told me before I went to Colombia.”

Beth smiled. “I hate him a little less for that but he shouldn’t have sent you to Colombia.”

“If El Escorpion is there, that’s where I need to be.”

Beth entire body tensed. “You can’t go back, not to Colombia. Nor to Mexico. It’s just not safe.”

His heartbeat was so strong, so steady against her.

“It’s not safe for you with El Escorpion alive.”

She shook her head again. Why did this have to be their problem? Why couldn’t they both just run away and never look back? “Torres, when you’re close, I feel safe. I don’t even understand it because you used to scare me more than anyone. But now when you’re here I feel like everything is OK.” She couldn’t make him stay. If she could, she would. “When do you need to go back?”

“Now. I shouldn’t be here now.”

Beth ran her hand over the scarred skin of his chest. “Can you spend the night? I want to wake up next to you.”

“You did once, remember?”

“The night in the hotel doesn’t count. I was drunk and I didn’t like you very much at that point.”

“Darlin’, you told me a dozen times tonight that you hate me and that ended very well for me.”

Beth leaned in and kissed his tattoo. “I don’t even need a whole night, just a couple of hours where I get to pretend everything is OK.”

“I like your pretending game. Have I told you that before? ’Cause I do.”

Beth smiled. “Tonight I’m pretending that I am in charge of the Sacramento office. My mom is fine. She was misdiagnosed. You’re teaching at a small Catholic high school outside of Austin.”

“Why a Catholic high school?”

Beth scrunched up her nose. “Because you’re Hispanic and so I assumed you’re a Catholic. Is that racist? God I’ve been around Patterson too long. Next I’ll be calling Alejandra my little tamale.”

“It’s only slightly racist, you’re going to have to work a lot harder to bring it to Patterson levels. And yes I’m Catholic. Are you?”

“No. I’m heathen.”

“I’m unfamiliar with that particular variety of Protestant.”

Beth smiled. “You’re funny and scary and sexy. You got a whole lot going on, Torres. Oh and you can make things.”

“Is this one of your lists? I like your lists. So efficient and neurotic.”

Beth shrugged. “I could make a reason I like Torres list. But most of the things on the list would be dirty so I won’t.”

It was Torres’ turn to laugh. “If you start making dirty lists, I might never leave.”

“Then I am going to make that list.”

Torres picked up her hand and gently kissed her knuckles. “How is Alejandra?”

“She’s good.” Beth raised her head. “Wait, how did you know she was here? Did you see her?”

“No. I told Jessop you should be put up together. I can tell you like the little tamale.”

“You did? And he listened?”

“I don’t know if you know this about me, but people are frightened of me, and frightened people tend to do what they’re asked.”

“Alejandra is not scared of you.”

“That is because the ladies love me.”

Beth flicked his face with her finger. “I bet they do. That whole bad boy thing is working for you.”

Torres grabbed her hand again and gently placed her finger between his teeth, licking the tip, before kissing her palm.

Beth laid her head on his chest. “Torres, I won’t be able to work. I’ll be too worried about you. I need to know you’re safe. Well, as safe as you can be. Call me every day. You don’t even have to speak to me, just call and hang up so I know you’re alive.”

“OK.” Torres kissed the top of her head. “Go to sleep, Gatita.”

“I don’t want to go to sleep. I know you’ll be gone in the morning.”

Torres didn’t deny it. “I’ll call you tomorrow night.”

“OK.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t be one of these guys who says he is going to call and then doesn’t because I’m still your boss and I will make your life unbearable if you do that.”

He kissed her forehead again. “I promise I’ll call tomorrow, and every night until I find El Escorpion.”

“OK, Now promise me you’ll be safe. If you promise me, I’ll believe it.”

“Will you?” he asked.

“Of course I’ll believe you. I trust you, Torres.”


Chapter Fourteen

When Beth woke up, Torres was already gone. The only sign that he had been there was blood on the sheets from his bloody nose and a pack of M&M’s on the bedside table with a note: Don’t get too stressed, Gatita. If these don’t work, I have something else you can suck on.

Beth laughed when she read the note. She folded the paper and held it in her closed hand for a long time.

He’s going to be OK. She closed her eyes and repeated the words to herself as if saying them often enough would make them true.

She spent the rest of the day re-reading files and playing with Alejandra. Beth was glad Torres had asked Jessop to keep them together. The baby was a great distraction. They laughed and sang and ate cereal off the floor, and dug holes in the back yard.

By 7pm Beth had given her a bath and put her to bed, but still no word from Torres. She checked again to make sure her phone was on and then she checked her email in case he had messaged her. He never had and she didn’t even think he had her email address, but checking distracted her for two minutes.

She emailed her sister to check on her and her mom. She could call Paige but she didn’t trust herself to not start crying and spill everything to her sister. She hadn’t even told her family she was in a safe house. There was no reason to worry them too. Once her sister’s finals were over, she might tell her, but probably not, it was Beth’s job to worry not hers.

Beth switched on the TV and started flipping through the channels. She settled on a rerun of an eighties sitcom. It was mindless and sweet; she really just wanted the noise.

At 9:00 exactly the phone rang.

“Hello?” she nearly shouted.

“Hola, Mami.”

Beth smiled. Those were the words he used when he saved her from Flores.

“Where are you?”

“Laredo.”

He was only two hours away. The knowledge that he was in the same country, the same state, made her happier than she had been in a long time. “Are you alone?”

Torres laughed. “Nope, I’m here with my harem. You know how all women love bad boys.”

Beth couldn’t help but smile. “The stupid ones love them, the rest of us just have a really good time.”

“Touché.”

“I’m glad you’re in Texas.”

“Me too. Wish I was in San Antonio. Ever been? My very high-strung friend is there. She can be a pain in the ass but she’s great in bed, so I put up with it.”

Beth flushed at his words. No one had ever accused her of being good in bed. “Is she? Are you sure we’re talking about the same person?”

“I think so. Small girl, great tits. Doesn’t smile enough. I’m sure you’ve met.”

“Now I know you’re not talking about me. My breasts are too small.”

“Who said that?” he demanded. “Your breasts are perfect.”

“Flores said it, for one. ‘Pequeno pero agradable.’”

“He’s an asshole. But he got the agradable part right. Muy agradable, Gatita.”

Her skin warmed. “You think I have nice breasts?”

“No I think you have perfect breasts. Next question.”

Beth cleared her throat. “If you like them so much and you’re in Texas, why aren’t you here?” It was far more forward than she ever was and Torres had been known to knock her back.

“See, I knew you would ask that and now I have to either lie to you or worry you.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me,” she demanded.

“I can see the lines between your eyes, even from here. Stop worrying, Gatita. I’m fine.”

“Tell me. I’m telling you as your superior to tell me.”

Torres laughed. “You’re commanding me as my superior to tell you why I won’t drive to San Antonio and have sex with you. Woman, that has sexual harassment written all over it.”

“Ha. Don’t think I’m above that. Last night I committed a felony act on your person.”

Torres laughed again. “But to be fair I was kind of asking for it, being in your room so late. And my shirt was tight. A woman only has so much restraint. I was asking for it.”

Beth laughed. “That is so wrong.”

“Says the racist woman who refers to Mexicans as tamales and assumes all Hispanics are Catholic.”

“Ah good point. I’m in no place to comment on political correctness. But seriously Torres, tell me what you’re trying so hard to put me off me finding out.”

“Clearly I wasn’t trying hard enough.”

“It was a good effort. Now tell me.” Her hand absently stroked the note he had left for her.

“I have a small scratch. Nothing to worry about, but I know you. You overreact.”

She was about to say she didn’t overreact but who was she kidding? That was kind of her thing. “I am ordering you to come here and show me your scratch. I will give you one of Alejandra’s Band-Aids and kiss it better.”

“I bet you could kiss it better.”

Beth suddenly realised that Torres had never properly kissed her. “You have never kissed me. We have never kissed.”

“Gatita, how soon you forget. What would you call what happened in Mazatlan? I kissed you and licked you. It wounds a man that you would forget it so easily. And you seemed to like it so much at the time.”

Beth’s skin burned as she remembered. She had more than enjoyed it. It was without a doubt the most pleasurable experience of her life. “On my mouth. You have never kissed me on the mouth,” she amended.

“Wrong on that count too. The night at the hotel.”

Beth thought back. Had he kissed her? Maybe he had, a lot of what happened was blurred between the adrenaline and fear. “Flores had just had his tongue in my mouth. Forgive me if I can’t recall the particulars of that evening.”

“Remind me to punch Flores.”

“No. I’ll punch him.”

“You do pack a mean right jab.”

“Thanks. I’m a black belt in Kempo.”

“And you speak Spanish like a fruit picker. You never cease to impress me, Gatita.”

Beth smiled. “Oy, enough with the casual racism. If I wanted that, I would call Patterson and ask him to keep me company tonight.”

“That would mean there was another man out there I need to punch. Save me the effort, don’t call anyone.”

“Come see me and I won’t call anyone.”

There was a long silence while Torres considered. “See you in two hours, Gatita.”

***

Beth alerted the agents covering her detail that Torres would be coming by. She told them that he was bringing her some paperwork from her office. There was no doubt in her mind that they knew it was a booty call, but thankfully they played along.

One hour and fifty-eight minutes later there was a knock on her door. “You were speeding,” Beth said as she opened the door. The drive should take over two hours.

“Traffic was light,” Torres said.

Beth screamed when she saw his face. Blood dripped from two parallel slashes that ran the length of his left cheek. The cuts were a centimetre apart and ran from below his eye to just above his mouth. “My God what happened?”

Torres closed and locked the door behind him. “See, this is why I didn’t want you to see me tonight.”

“Torres, you’re bleeding. You’re dripping on the floor.” His white shirt was covered in large scarlet patches. “What the hell happened?”

“Sorry, it only bleeds occasionally, when I move.”

Beth ran to the kitchen and returned with paper towels. She held them up to his face to catch the blood. “Why aren’t you at the emergency room? You need stiches. Or staples. Honestly, Torres, like you needed another scar. What are you going for, Frankenstein?”

Torres made a strangled sound. “Don’t make me smile, it bleeds more when I smile.”

“That’s because you need stiches!” Beth shouted.

Torres shook his head. “They can’t stich it. He used a prison shank. Two blades together make it impossible to stich up. Very effective actually.”

Beth shook her head. “My God, who did this to you?”

Torres held up his hand. “It was an accident.”

Beth let out a rush of air. “Someone accidently disfigured you. Are you kidding me?” She was shouting again. If she wasn’t careful she would wake up the baby. “Tell me what happened.”

“Beth, please don’t overreact.”

“Don’t overreact?! You look like someone took a machete to your face and you don’t want me to overreact? I think anything but not shooting the person that did this is underreacting.”

“It was actually just two razor blades melted into the handle of a tooth brush.”

Beth shook her head. “Are you trying to make me feel better? ’Cause you’re not. Honestly Torres, were the burns and tattoo not enough? Christ, now you’re really going to frighten people.”

“As long as I don’t scare you, I’m fine with that.”

Beth ripped off another square of paper towel and pressed it to his face. “You’re doing it again, Trying to put me off my questions.”

“I can’t remember your question.”

“Who did this to you?”

“Flores, but it was my own fault.”

Beth clenched her jaw until her teeth ached. “I’m going to kill him. I am going to punch him in the throat and then kill him.

“Ouch,” Torres held up his hand. “I asked you not to make me smile.”

“Me talking about murder makes you smile?” Beth shook her head. “You’re a sick son of a bitch, Torres.”

“This surprises you?”

Beth shook her head. “No not really. What happened? Flores won’t have a chance to explain it to me because I am going to slash his throat from behind. Will never see it coming.”

“Beth, really, it kills me when I smile.”

“Well you should have thought of that before Flores went and slashed your smirking side.”

“Do I smirk?”

“Ha! Do you smirk? For the first two years I knew you I thought you had Bell’s palsy because only half of your mouth worked.”

Torres laughed. “Damn woman, I will bleed out if you don’t stop.”

Beth shook her head. “Nobody else thinks I’m funny.”

“Hmm. Maybe my perspective is off. Now I find anyone who doesn’t slash my face, totally hilarious.”

“Get to the part where you tell me why Flores slashed your face.”

“It was my own fault. He was going after someone else and I stepped in front of him. He didn’t mean to cut me. He was very apologetic. Well, after he was pissed at me for letting Ernesto get away.”

Beth stopped blotting the blood off Torres’ face. “You stepped in front of a man brandishing a shank? Come a little bit closer so I can slap your good side.”

“You’re making me smile again,” Torres said miserably.

Beth scratched her head. “I don’t know if I want to know this but I’m going to ask anyway. Why did you stop Flores from cutting Ernesto? And who is Ernesto?”

“Ernesto was one of the guys we met.”

“Which one?” Beth interrupted.

“One of the ones who isn’t dead,” Torres said.

“I asked for that. Now get to the point.”

“I have forgotten the point.”

“You were about to explain why Flores disfigured you. Why would he use a prison shank? He’s not in prison any more, we have real weapons out here.” Not that she wanted Flores using any sort of weapon against Torres.

“Can we sit down?” Torres gestured to the entryway they were still standing in.

“You want to bleed on my furniture too?” Beth teased.

“I’ve already bled on your bed. Maybe we should go up there, save the sofa.”

Beth smiled. “Torres, is this all just a ploy to get into my pants? Have we not already established I’m a sure thing?”

“Now I think you’re doing it on purpose.”

“I kind of am,” she admitted.

“Sadist.”

“I kind of am,” she said again.

She led him up the stairs to her bedroom. She turned on the lights and arranged the pillows so they were all at his side. He probably needed to keep his head elevated. Torres sat down on the bed. Beth dropped to her knees and undid the laces of his boots.

“Just my luck, I have you on your knees, and I can’t take advantage of it.”

“Yep, that’s what you get for getting in front of a gang member with a shank.”

“It wasn’t a fair fight. What did you expect me to do?”

“I expect you to try to stay alive.”

“He wasn’t trying to kill him. He was just trying to scare him. He would have used a real knife if he wanted to hurt him. He just wanted to scare the kid.”

Beth pulled off his boot and tossed it to the other side of the room before doing the same with the other. “Normal people don’t try to just scare people by slashing their face.”

“We’re talking about Flores, remember.”

Beth turned on the lamp on the bedside table before she turned off the light and got into bed beside Torres. “OK, why did he want to scare Ernesto?”

“Ernesto is sniffing around Flores’ sister. I think he really likes her.”

Beth smacked the duvet on either side of her. “Are you kidding me? Flores is upset because somebody likes his sister. I’m someone’s sister! Does he not get that? Everyone is someone’s sister or daughter or mother.” Her voice trailed off. Now she was properly annoyed.

“I know. This is what I deal with. The shooting people and bringing drugs into the country is the easy part.”

“Stop shooting people and bringing drugs into the country,” Beth said hopefully.

Torres shook his head. “Don’t start that again. I have a job to do. Nothing will stop me from doing it. Not a decapitated head or a slash in the face, nothing.” His tone told her this was not an argument she would win.

She turned her head so he could not see the reaction on her face. His words stung. He wouldn’t give up on his plans for revenge. Avenging a dead man was more important than her feelings, than his own life.

“Just be careful.”

“I am,” he assured her.

He had a slash down the side of his face that said otherwise but she didn’t want to argue with him. She was on borrowed time with Torres. She wasn’t going to spend what little time they had together, fighting about Flores.

Beth turned back towards him with a smile she didn’t feel. “That is going to be one hell of a scar.”

“I have it on good authority that chicks dig men with scars.”

Beth wrinkled up her nose. “Yes but you’re taking this to extremes. There will be no normal parts left on you at the rate you’re going.”

Beth hopped up and went to the en suite to get a towel. She returned moments later. “Lift your head up for me please.” Beth folded the towel and slipped laid it over the pillow.

“You missed your calling as a nurse.”

Beth shook her head. “I don’t like taking care of people.”

“You fake it well.”

Beth smiled. She couldn’t resist teasing him. “I am getting really good at faking things. By the way, that orgasm, in Mazatlan, fake.”

Torres’ eyes crinkled at the sides like he was trying not to smile. “Take it back, woman, or I won’t give you another.”

Beth shook her head. “You don’t have to give me anything, Torres. I think we both know I’m not above taking what I want. As a matter of fact I’m sitting here weighing the pro of having sex with you against the con of you bleeding out and having to explain to the coroner how you died. It might be awkward trying to use horniness as a defence.”

Torres laughed. “Yes that would be awkward.”

“I know. So you’re safe from me, but only until it scabs over, after that all bets are off. At that point you should probably carry a shank of your own if you want to fight me off.” Beth used both her thumbs to point to herself. “Black belt.”

Torres groaned. “Trust me, if it wouldn’t kill me, we’d be sparring right now.”

Beth laughed. “Sparring is now my new favourite euphemism for sex and la palomita is my favourite word for vagina. I didn’t even know it was slang for vagina until you called it that. I think it is lovely. I might use it exclusively.” Paloma meant beautiful, so palomita literally translated to little beauty. A paloma was also a bird, either way she had never heard a nicer way to describe female anatomy.

“Mmm, keep talking about your vagina, the blood is draining from my head. This is good, maybe sex wouldn’t be dangerous after all.”

“You’re safe from me tonight, Torres. Just sleep for you.”

“I don’t want to get blood all over the sheets.”

“You should have thought about that before you upset me and I had to punch you in the face last night. What’s a little more blood to wash out?”

“I’m seeing a very naughty side to you tonight.”

“What can I say, Torres? You bring it out in me.”

“I like bringing things out in you.”

“Me too.” Beth leaned over and kissed him gently above the eye.

“Beth, I probably should have said something last night because I know you worry. God do you worry.” Torres shook his head. “But you’re safe with me. I’m clean. No HIV, no HEP C. All good.”

Beth nodded. “I know. I’ve read your medical records. But thanks, Torres.”

“You’re welcome. But wait, my records are from before I went undercover.”

“You told me you haven’t had sex since you went undercover.”

“And you believed me. You didn’t even trust me enough to tell me you spoke Spanish but you trusted me on that.”

Beth held up her hands. “You’re a man and you weren’t trying to have sex with me at that point. You weren’t likely to lie about that.”

“Fair point. What about you?”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “No I don’t have HIV or HEP C. Do you think I would keep that from you?”

Torres shook his head. “No, not that. I know you’re clean. I don’t need your medical records for that. Are you on the pill?”

“Oh birth control. That makes more sense. Yes I’m on the pill. Of course I’m on the pill.”

“If you tell me you’re on the pill because of Neil I will have to break his legs.”

Beth stifled a giggle. She liked his jealousy. “We already established that I haven’t slept with Neil.”

“We haven’t established if you’re planning on sleeping with him in the future.”

The growl to his deep voice sent a bolt of desire through her. There was nothing as sexy as a man claiming you.

“Are you asking me if I plan on sleeping with Neil at some point?”

“No, I’m telling you not to sleep with Neil or I will break his legs. I thought we covered that part.”

Beth leaned over and turned off the lamp. “Good night, Torres.”

“Good night, Gatita.”


Chapter Fifteen

Torres was gone when Beth woke up. She shook her head when she saw the sheets. There was blood everywhere. It looked like there should be crime scene tape around the bed and she should alert the police so they could try to locate the body.

Beth shook her head. Great, now she had to worry about if his face was scabbing over and whether or not the cuts were infected. She shook her head. Worrying about him could become a full time job.

Beth stood up to brush her teeth and get ready for the day.

On the nightstand Torres had left another note:

Sorry about the mess. Next time you will get a real kiss.

The thought of a next time with Torres made her stomach do a flip. She wanted there to be lots of next times with him.

Beth folded the note and pressed it against her chest. She was going to put it in her laptop case alongside the other note he had left her. Who would believe that two scraps of paper would become her prize possessions?

***

Beth made breakfast for everyone and then sat down to work. She glanced at the clock. It was just after 7:00 in California. Alejandra was playing in the back yard with the nanny. Beth stared at her phone. She wanted to call her mom. There was no reason not to. She missed her mom, but she missed her old mom, the one she had before she got sick.

Beth closed her eyes. She was still her mom. No disease would ever change that.

“Hi, Mama,” Beth said when her mom answered the phone.

“Hello, my Pretty Girl. I haven’t heard from you in a few weeks. How have you been?” Beth’s heart lifted when she heard her mom’s voice. Her mom was having a good day, one of those days where they could pretend nothing was wrong. Unlike Paige, Beth had no intention of bringing it up. She was happy to pretend.

“I’m good, Mama; just really busy at work. You know the big case I told you about?”

“Mmm hmm.”

There was no way of knowing if her mom really remembered but it didn’t matter, she just wanted to talk. “That has been taking up a lot of my time. Sorry I haven’t called.”

“That’s OK, Pretty Girl. I know how busy you are. Do you know how proud I am of you?”

“Yes.” She never doubted how much her mom loved her or how proud she was. When God was handing out moms, Beth had obviously gotten in the “kick-ass Mama” line. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too, Bethy. Maybe I could come see you next week. I’m sure your little sister told you I got fired. The silver lining is I have more time to come and see my girl.”

Beth smiled. Only her mom would find a silver lining in getting fired or having Alzheimer’s. “I would love for you to come see me, Mama, but not next week. This case has taken over my life.” That part wasn’t a lie. Everything else she was saying was, but at least she was telling her mom the truth on one small point. “As soon as it’s over, you should come out.”

“Or you could come out to Sacramento just for the weekend. We would love to see you.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Always.”

Beth paused. She was swimming in uncharted waters. “Did you ever try to stop yourself from loving Dad?”

“Why do you ask, Pretty Girl?”

“Because your life would have been so much easier if you didn’t love him.”

“I have two beautiful smart wonderful daughters who I adore. My life turned out pretty great.”

“But you could have had so much more,” Beth pushed.

“I know you think I’m stupid for sticking with your dad.”

Beth opened her mouth to correct her mom, but she was right. She adored her mom but she thought she was stupid for staying with her dad. Somewhere deep inside Beth realised the number of coherent conversations she could have with her mom was limited. If there was a time for honesty, this was it. “Yeah,” she admitted.

“Your dad is a deeply flawed man. I’m not blind or stupid. I know it. I see it. There was a time when I thought I could have a clean break. Right after he was arrested the second time I thought no, I can’t do this, so I told him it was over. I even started dating again.”

Beth listened silently. She didn’t know her mom had dated anyone else. “What happened?”

“I cried. The first time I had sex with another man, I cried. I think you’re old enough for me to tell you these things, Bethy. I cried. Don’t get me wrong. He was a lovely man, nice and gentle. We could have had a nice life, he would have given me everything I wanted, but I cried because he wasn’t your dad. I realised I would always want your dad; always wish it was your dad. I don’t expect you to understand.”

“No. I understand.” She understood a little too much. “So you know Dad is a deadbeat?”

“Of course I do. I’m not stupid,” she laughed.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Beth chatted with her mom for another hour, talking about anything and everything, including the recipe for mushroom gravy. Beth wanted to make it with meatloaf for Torres. He might not like it, but she wanted him to see what her childhood tasted like and there was no way she could get her hands on any government cheese.

When she finally hung up, Beth was feeling more upbeat than she had in a long time. She was also determined not to let herself become any more emotionally involved with Torres. She wasn’t sure how exactly a person went about not letting themselves become more fond of another person. A good place to start was focusing on his negative attributes.

Beth grabbed a notebook, determined to make an extensive list. The first item came instantly: need for revenge. Torres would always put that first. She circled the words and put an asterisk next to it. That was a big one; it was hard to compete with loyalty to a dead man. She shook her head. There was no competition there: Archila had already won.

Beth tried to think of more reasons, but every time she wrote something down, she remembered why she actually liked it, and had to score it out. Like liked that he was scary looking and scarred and tattooed. She liked that he scared her and challenged her and made her lose control. She liked that he stared at her in silence. She liked that she spilled her guts to him.

The list wasn’t working.

Beth closed her eyes. What if they found El Escorpion? What if they didn’t have Archila’s death between them any more? What if it was just Beth Thomson and Armando Torres?

She tried to imagine the alternate universe where it could happen.

Beth’s lids flew open. The realisation hit her like a kick in the gut.

He would be gone.

They were together; they were friends because they had a common goal. They were travelling together on this part of their journey but the road would fork soon and Torres would take the other path.

Beth took a deep breath. She had her answer. She didn’t need a list. She ripped out the page and scrunched it up.

Beth stood up and tossed it in the garbage before she went into the back yard to play with Alejandra.

“Hola, mija,” Beth called from the patio.

Alejandra looked up. She held up an earthworm for Beth to see and smiled.

“No pongos eso en la boca.”

Alejandra took the words as a challenge and dropped the worm into her mouth.

“No, mija. Que voy a hacer contigo?” Beth scooped her up and kissed her on the nose and then scooped the worm out of the baby’s mouth. Alejandra reached for the worm again but Beth had anticipated the move and tossed the worm behind her.

“She likes you,” Cynthia Rodrigues said.

Beth nodded to the nanny. “She is just a good-natured baby. She likes everyone.”

“No, she smiles more when she is with you.”

A sadness pulled at Beth’s heart. “What do you think will happen to her?”

Cynthia shrugged. “Larry hasn’t said one way or the other.”

Beth nodded, realising that the woman was on first-name terms with her boss. The short hairs on the back of her neck stood taut. “How long have you known Jessop?” She tried to keep her voice casual.

Cynthia shrugged again. “I don’t know, thirty years. My late husband was partnered with him when they first started. I have been friends with Andrea for years. Our children grew up together.”

Beth looked away. If she really did wear her emotions on her face as Torres suggested, she didn’t want the woman seeing them. Was it a coincidence that Jessop had assigned a family friend as Alejandra’s nanny? Was she there to watch Beth too? She had screwed up in Mexico. Was that what this was about? Or was Beth just paranoid and overly suspicious?

Beth cleared her throat. “I need to get some work done. Enjoy the morning. It is a beautiful day.” Of course it was a beautiful day, it was Texas in May, anything other than sunshine would be an aberration, but it gave Beth something noncommittal to say. She really needed to work on her small talk; Patterson was right, she was really bad at it.

Beth excused herself and went in to get some work done. She opened her email and there was nothing, not a single new message, not even from Patterson who delighted in sending her sexist jokes. She refreshed the page, but still nothing.

Beth’s eyes narrowed. Maybe she was paranoid but this wasn’t a coincidence. She was being shut out. “Shit,” she said between gritted teeth. This was her case. She had given her life to it for two years and now she was being edged out.

Bitterness rose in the back of her throat. Someone had to take the heat for what happened in Culiacan. The wagons had been circled, and not around her. What happened with Alejandra was on her, but she didn’t kill Sanchez. She didn’t let Martinez escape. This was as much on Patterson and Jessop and every other agent. Pressure burned behind her eyes but she was too angry to cry.

Beth slammed her computer shut and reached into her bag for the M&M’s Torres had left for her.

***

Beth sat intently pretending to watch the made-for TV movie. She wasn’t sure what was happening beyond a woman returning to her hometown only to find herself in the middle of a murder investigation. She couldn’t remember if she had seen the movie before or if all the movies on the channel seemed the same. Maybe they had one writer who recycled plots with new B-list actors to change it up.

Beth shifted position, tucking her legs under her. It was hard to get comfortable with Cynthia Rodrigues sitting beside her. She wished the older woman would go to bed already. Every night for nearly a month she had gone to bed with a book as soon as Alejandra went to sleep, but tonight she was up watching Beth watch TV.

She definitely wasn’t being paranoid. Beth was in trouble. There would be a formal investigation into her conduct and disciplinary action. Everything she did, had done, was being documented. Someone dropped the ball in Culiacan. Someone needed to pay. Beth had made it too easy for them when she freaked out and took Alejandra.

At 9:00 Beth’s phone rang.

“Hi,” she said expecting Torres at the other end but it was a telemarketer.

Beth explained that she hadn’t been in any accidents and would not be needing the services of a personal injury lawyer before she hung up the phone. She looked up to see Cynthia smiling at her.

“Hoping it was your boyfriend?”

Beth’s eyes narrowed in question.

“The agent you had over last night?” Cynthia asked pointedly.

Shit. She was watching her. The agents last night wouldn’t have just mentioned it to Cynthia in passing. Someone was keeping tabs on her.

Beth didn’t have time to answer. The phone rang again.

“Hi,” Beth snapped.

“Hola, Gatita.”

“Mmm, hi Mom. How are you?” Beth asked, praying Torres would get it.

“Not alone?” he asked.

“Nope.”

“Are you safe?” he demanded.

Her skin warmed at his protective tone. She had no doubt the lengths he would go to make sure she was safe. “I’m great, Mom. I don’t have the recipe in front of me. Just give me a second. I think it is upstairs.”

Beth took the stairs two at a time. She closed and locked her bedroom door before moving to the bathroom. Even if Cynthia stood outside her bedroom, she would be hard pressed to hear Beth in the bathroom. “Hey,” she breathed a sigh of relief as she sat down on the edge of the bath.

“What’s going on?”

Beth considered not telling Torres, not because she didn’t trust him, but because she wanted to handle this on her own. Normally she was completely self-sufficient, but her reflex now was to run to him, spill her guts and take whatever comfort he could offer. He felt like her safe place, but he wasn’t. And she needed to remember that. This would be over soon and they would both go their own ways. She was already going to miss him: she didn’t want to need him too. Beth sighed. “I need to stop challenging the universe. Maybe if I stop pretending like I have it together, I will stop being sent reminders that I really don’t.”

“What’s wrong?” Torres asked softly.

Beth told him everything. She had only planned to tell him an abbreviated version of why her life sucked, but it all came out. Every detail about her work and her mom. Torres just let her talk, never once interrupting. When she finished he said. “I’m five hours away. I will be there by 3:00.”

Beth squeezed her eyes together. It took all her strength to answer him. There was nothing she wanted more than to have him hold her. Her favourite thing in the world were his arms wrapped around her. “No,” she said softly. “You can’t. I don’t need to add booty calls from undercover agents to my list of offences.”

“It is hardly an offence. We work together. It is normal for me to see you.”

“In the middle of the night. In my bed.”

Torres laughed. “You can’t get fired for sex, Gatita. Unless I press charges.” Beth could hear the smile in his voice.

“When are you going to tell me I screwed up and I brought this on myself?”

“That would be a dick move, is that what you expect from me?”

Beth shrugged. “No.”

“But it would be easier because then you could be mad at me for being a dick and you could stop being mad at yourself?”

“Seriously Torres, stop watching Dr. Phil. I don’t need to be analysed.”

Torres laughed. “Be there by three,” he offered again. “I will put the fear of God into both the agents. No one will be reporting anything.”

She wanted to say yes. More than anything she wanted to see Torres but she couldn’t. She would see him and become even fonder of him, feel more connected, want more. She couldn’t afford to need him. “Your face hasn’t healed yet, what fun would that be? I only want you for sex anyway,” she joked.

“My face is out of commission, but my hands are good to go. I remember you liking my hands.”

“Mmm they were pretty good.”

“High praise, indeed.”

Beth shifted on the tub, moving to better distribute her weight on the solid surface. “Torres. Tell me everything is going to be OK.”

“Everything will be OK in the end.”

Beth smiled. No matter what he said she would believe him. “When will it be over?”

“We won’t know that until everything is OK.”

Beth smiled. Her mom always told her the same thing: things would be OK in the end. If it wasn’t OK, it wasn’t the end. “But we will get there, right? I will have a job in the Sacramento office and you will have your teaching job outside Austin. Everything will be normal and boring and perfect.”

“Why Austin?” Torres asked.

“You want out of Laredo but you won’t leave Texas, you will want to stay close to your roots.”

“Now who is analysing who?”

“I have had nothing to do except play with the baby and watch television. There may have been a few episodes of Dr. Phil.”

“Well analyse away, Gatita, if it makes you feel better.”

Beth smiled. “It would take more than a dozen episodes to figure you out. I’m thinking a doctorate would just about scratch the surface.”

Torres laughed. “A dozen episodes. You do need more work.”

“I know,” she said miserably. “You’re my only connection. And I don’t want to ask you because if there is anything dangerous I will get worried…and yeah well it is better not to know.”

“I can tell you things about work that aren’t dangerous.”

“Like what?” Beth asked dubiously. “Everything about your work is dangerous.”

“Not everything. I told you I have a lot of down time.”

Beth smiled. “I remember. Like building baby gates when you could have been sleeping with me.”

“Yes like that. Or like today when I convinced Flores to let Ernesto have a chance with his sister. Better to give his blessing than lose her.”

“Look at you, Torres. Such a romantic, looking out for young lovers.”

“Actually just being practical. You’re right, I don’t have enough parts of my body left without scars. I don’t need their bullshit getting me cut again.”

Beth smiled. “Mmm such a romantic. And don’t worry about the scars, I told you, chicks dig them.”

“Not worried about chicks, just one high-strung Gringa. I need to impress her ’cause apparently my hands are only pretty good.”

Beth made a shocked sound. “Did she say that? Get rid of her. She sounds horrible.”

“She can be. But I like her. Don’t know why. Did I mention how high-strung she is?”

“You mentioned it.”

“Like beyond being wound tight, could do with being medicated.”

“Oy!” Beth said.

“I know, right. But I like her. I think about her all day. My favourite part of the day is when I call her.”

Beth’s breath caught. She couldn’t speak. A familiar pressure built behind her eyes. Oh God, she was falling for him. She needed to stop. It would only make it harder when it was over.

This, whatever it was, wouldn’t last. It couldn’t. She needed to change the subject. “How is your face?”

“Still ugly,” Torres said, “but no bleeding. The scabs have stopped opening every time I eat or speak.”

“Good. One less thing to worry about.” Beth glanced down at her watch. “My God, we’ve been talking for two hours.”

“I know. I could have been halfway there by now.”

She sighed. She wished he were there. “Good night, Torres. Thanks for talking me off the ledge again.”

“Good night, Gatita.”


Chapter Sixteen

The house was quiet, too quiet. Cynthia had taken Alejandra to the zoo. The security involved rivalled a state visit. Beth considered going with them, but in the end she stayed home. She was going to use the time to call her sister. Paige wasn’t being put off with emails any more. It was time to call her, but first Beth was going to mop the floor and then maybe clean the toilets and then whatever else she could think of to procrastinate.

Beth pulled out the mop and a bucket, when the doorbell rang. Beth ran to the door; it would be one of the agents needing the bathroom. Between them they drank enough coffee to give them arrhythmia, so it was no wonder that periodically one of them could not make it through a shift without using her restroom.

Beth answered the door. “Torres!” she screamed as she threw her arms around his neck. God she had missed him. Their nightly phone calls weren’t enough. She wanted to hold him and kiss him and just be in the same room.

“Stop answering the door without asking who it is,” Torres growled.

“I have agents watching my door. No one comes up the path without them clearing it.” Beth’s hands dropped to her sides when she remembered the agents assigned to her.

“It would have taken two seconds to shoot them. Then what?”

Beth shook her head. “Fine, you’re right. You’re supposed to be in Nueva Laredo.” Beth only knew that because last week out of nowhere, her office had begun to include her. Every email exchange was sent to her. Even things she didn’t want to or need to know about. If someone on the Treinta task force farted, she got an email about it. They even included her in their morning meeting, which ironically had always been the least favourite part of her day. There was no mention of why they had sidelined her, it was like it had never happened. And Cynthia had even stopped trying to listen to her conversations.

“I missed you, my scary Mexican.” Beth stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. The slashes on his face had healed – no, that wasn’t the right word; they had closed. He had two parallel silvery purple scars visible above his short beard. He had also let the hair on his head grow longer. Presumably he had not been able to shave while it was healing. He looked even more like a thug with the facial hair. Her heart skipped a beat. He also looked undeniably sexy. Was there any look this man could not pull off? She was tempted to poke him in the eye so he would have to wear a patch. That would complete his transformation.

“I missed you too, Gatita.” Torres kicked the door closed with his foot. He put down the grocery bags he was carrying and picked her up, lifting her off the ground so her lips were level with his and then he kissed her.

Her lips parted for him, inviting him in. The short stubble on his chin scratched her. She shivered at the sensation of smooth and rough. She opened her mouth further, needing more. She moaned into his mouth.

Her legs wrapped around his waist. He grabbed her ass, lifting her higher as he carried her across the wooden floor. He laid her down on the couch without taking his mouth away from hers. She pulled his hips down against her. Her thumbs laced through the loops of his jeans.

He pulled away from her. “You can’t say I never kiss you.”

Beth held his face in her hands. She loved his face: his scary, scarred, bearded face. Her hand dropped to his chest. She pulled up his shirt so she could feel the burned skin. Her palm slid over the knotted skin. Her heart hurt, it felt too full.

Caring about him would only hurt. But she couldn’t stop. There was no point in pushing him away. Her heart already ached with her need for him. If she could stop it, she would. But she couldn’t.

“I need you,” she breathed into his mouth. Her hands dropped to the button of his jeans. She unzipped his pants, and his cock sprang out, long and hard. She stroked him from tip to base, loving the feel of soft skin over the solid erection.

She pulled down on his jeans. Her hands cupped the heavy weight of his balls. She licked her lips. She wasn’t good at this, probably because she had never wanted to do it. Blowjobs had always been a chore, something she felt obligated to do so at least one person was having a good time.

But she wanted Torres. She wanted to suck on his cock until he came down her throat. Just the thought of it was enough to make her wet. Suddenly she reconsidered her plan. She wanted him inside her too. Her body felt empty and only he could fill the void. She was always on borrowed time with him. There was so much she wanted to do with him, to him, let him do to her. She fought the urge to tear off her panties and let him take her on the couch, let him rut away until he grunted and came inside her. She could almost feel the hot squirt of him against her cervix. God she wanted him but right now she wanted to taste him the way he tasted her. She wanted to make him come, feel his cock twitch and spasm between her lips. Tentatively she licked the smooth head and then around the ridge. The way he groaned and fisted his hands in her hair told her she was doing it right. She took him further in her mouth, taking him until he hit the back of her throat. Her eyes watered, but she wanted more. She licked her way to the top, sucking gently on the broad tip before sliding down towards the base, taking in more this time.

He groaned. Encouraged she pushed herself further, willing herself to take more. “I’m…I’m going to come if you keep…I’m,” he moaned but it was too late; hot sperm squirted against the back of her throat.

Before she even had the chance to swallow, his mouth was on hers kissing her. Could he taste himself on her? He lifted her from the couch as carried her through the hall and up the stairs.

“You’re so strong,” she whispered. It was like when he carried her in Mexico. She had never felt so small or so safe or so completely connected to another person.

He laid her on her bed. His jeans were still unbuttoned but he didn’t take them off. He stared down at her lovingly, almost in veneration. “I missed you.”

She sucked in a ragged breath. He leaned down to kiss her. She held his head in her hands and stared at him, taking in each of his features. She was making a memory. She wanted to remember him like this forever. When it was over, she wanted to remember this, how he looked, how he smelled, the feel of his beard on her skin. Pressure built behind her eyes.

He kissed her again, this time sweetly, the urgency gone, only the sweetness of an intimate connection left. She closed her eyes to keep the tears from falling. Never had a kiss felt so intimate. For the rest of her life this would be the kiss to which she compared all others.

“I missed you,” he breathed again into her hair. He kissed her neck, stopping only to pull her Tshirt over her head. “I missed you.” He unhooked her bra. Again he stopped to look at her. Her skin grew warm. He kissed her breasts, gently palming them, rolling a taut nipple between his fingers. Slowly he kissed his way down her chest to her belly. He unbuttoned her jeans and pulled them down along with her underwear, leaving her naked. He gazed at her, taking in every part of her, but she felt no self-consciousness this time, his gaze was too warm, the desire in his eyes too real. He looked at her like she was beautiful. She felt beautiful with him.

Gently he pushed her knees apart. He slid his large hands under her hips and pulled her up to him, positioning himself. Again he gazed at her, studying her, loving her? She tried to push the thought away but she felt loved.

His head dropped between her legs. She took in a sharp breath as his tongue gently stroked her. He kissed her, like he kissed her mouth, slowly, savouring, tasting.

Blood surged through her, drumming with the same passion as his tongue strumming against her. Instinctively her hips lifted to meet the strokes of his tongue. Her hips rocked against his face. His beard was rough on her delicate flesh but his mouth was so soft and wet. The combination of sensations overwhelmed her; she could not tease out the pleasure from the pain. It all just felt so perfect, like this was what her body was built for, for him. Her hips bucked as a wave of pleasure hit her. “Ahh, Torres,” she moaned. She was almost there. She could almost see the edge through the red haze of desire.

But then he stopped. He raised his head again to her mouth. “I missed you,” he said again. “I missed the way you taste.” And then to show her he lowered his mouth to hers. She opened to him, tasting her salty taste on his mouth, smelling the intimate musk on his beard. She moaned again. The intimacy pushed her higher; she had never tasted herself.

“Please, Torres,” she begged. She fumbled as she tried to pull down his jeans. He shifted his hips so he could pull down his pants. With one powerful stroke he was inside her, stretching her, filling her. She felt so complete.

For a moment he didn’t move as they languished in the connection. He kissed her neck as he pulled out and then thrust back into her. She moaned again. She was so close. She clawed at him, pulling him deeper into her. It felt so good.

Her body tensed around him, like a guitar string pulled taut, ready to be played. He pulled back to look at her. “Ya casi ha terminado. Sigue adelante.” You’re almost there. Keep going.

He thrust into her again and her body exploded around him, sensation firing through her. Her body shook with the pleasure. “Torres,” she moaned as wave after wave of pleasure hit her.

She was done. Her body was too sensitive, every feeling too intense. It hurt to be touched, but he kept going, pounding into her. There was no escape from the intimate invasion, but even with the pain her body opened to him, taking every punishing stroke.

Her body tensed again as another orgasm tore through her, taking her breath away. Torres groaned and she was filled with the hot proof of his release.

Torres collapsed onto her, still hard inside her.

“I missed you,” he said again before he kissed her temple.

“I missed you too, Torres.”

He rolled over, bringing her with him. “We can’t leave it this long. I need to see you again.”

“Why aren’t you in Nuevo Laredo?”

Torres smiled. “Because I missed you. I thought we covered that.”

Beth smiled back at him. “You are supposed to be crossing the World Trade Bridge tonight at midnight.”

“I will be. But first I am going to have dinner with my favourite Gringa.” He kissed her again.

“Jessop will kill me.” Beth shook her head. She had just gotten back in the good books.

Torres lifted up her hands and kissed her index finger. “He knows I’m here. Who do you think arranged for Alejandra to be at the zoo?”

Beth’s eyes widened. “Jessop knows about us?”

Torres nodded. “He didn’t leave me much choice when he started being an ass hat about Culiacan. I explained very clearly that if you were out, I would walk.”

Beth’s heart skipped a beat. “You did? You did that for me?” Oh God she was going to cry. Why did she have to be such a girl?

Torres shrugged. “It was an idle threat. We both knew he couldn’t let me walk. I had him by the balls on that one. It’s a great bargaining position. I told him to stop dicking you around. Has he?”

Beth nodded. She squeezed her lids together to keep from crying. “Thank you, Torres.” Despite her best efforts her voice cracked.

“It’s not a big deal. He was being an ass. I merely pointed it out.”

Beth nodded again. If he kept talking she would be blubbering. She loved him. Oh God she loved him.

Shit, she wasn’t supposed to love him. She squeezed her lids together tighter but she couldn’t stop the tears.

Torres gently brushed a tear from her cheek. “It doesn’t say much about my skills as a lover if you cry every time we have sex.”

Beth laughed. “You wouldn’t understand. It’s a woman thing.” She laid her head on his chest and listened to the strong thud of his heart.

He stroked her hair. “Try me.”

Beth shook her head. “I don’t even understand.”

“Oh…I see.” Torres said.

She smiled against his chest.

“I’m starving. Let’s go have some dinner before I have to drive back.”

Beth sat up. “All we have is Cheerios. I don’t even have milk.”

Torres gently kissed her forehead before he got up and pulled his jeans back on. “Sounds delicious but I brought stuff to make dinner.”

“Mmm, what are we having?”

“Meatloaf and mushroom gravy. I can’t say it sounds very appealing. But my favourite Gringa says it is her favourite so that’s what we’re having.”

Torres tossed Beth her T shirt.

“Do you have a recipe or did you guess at the ingredients?”

“Gatita, I’ve got mad recon skills. I asked Jessop your mum’s name. I looked her up and called her. She also said you can’t resist mint chip ice cream. Which reminds me. I should have put that in the freezer.”

“You called my mom?” Beth asked. She hoped he called in the morning so they had a coherent conversation. She was glad her mom had at least heard his voice. She had a feeling she would be crying about him to her mom in the not so distant future. Even that knowledge couldn’t stop her loving him. She was as bad as her mom on the loving unsuitable men front.

“I told you, mad recon skills.”

Beth shook her head. “Calling my mom isn’t really recon.”

Torres tossed her her jeans “Woman, do you want the ice cream or not?”

Beth lifted her hips and slid on her pants and followed Torres downstairs. Luckily the ice cream hadn’t melted completely. She put it in the freezer for later. She turned to find Torres chopping mushrooms. He was reading from a sheet from a yellow legal pad.

Yep, she loved Torres. God help her. She finally understood what her mom was talking about, that irrational love that you know isn’t good for you.

Torres put together the meatloaf and stuck it in the oven before going to the sink to wash his hands. “How long has the faucet been leaking?” he asked as he dried his hands on the back of his jeans.

“Since I moved in. One of the agents on my detail tried to fix it but he made it worse.” Beth pointed to the tools lying on the counter.

Torres picked up the wrench and went to work. Beth watched in amazement as he dismantled the pipe and reconnected it. He turned on the water again, let it run for a few seconds and then turned it off again.

Beth shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you could fix it.”

Half of Torres’ mouth raised in his signature half smile. “It wasn’t that hard. Alejandra could have done it.”

“Glad to see your smirking side is better.”

Torres laughed.

They set the table. Torres opened a bottle of wine and poured her a glass. “Why don’t you drink?” she asked him.

“You’re not the only one who likes to be in control.”

“You would still be in control after one glass of wine.”

“I would rather not find out,” he said curtly. “Sorry,” he said realising his harsh tone. “I made a choice as a kid to never drink. I saw what it did to my dad and my brothers. I didn’t want that.”

“Carlos and Jose, right?” Beth asked. She had their names in her files somewhere, along with their prison records and death certificates.

“Go on, Gatita. I know you want to ask me about them.”

She smiled. “I do but I also know you don’t want to talk about it.”

Torres sat down on the couch beside her. “I don’t want to keep anything from you. They were both Zetas as I am sure you know. Both of them were killed in drive-by shootings, six months apart. I was in Iraq.”

Beth nodded. “But you never got involved with the Zetas?” Before she recruited him, she meant. Torres was the perfect recruit, his record was clean, he had a sterling military career and yet no one would have thought twice about him joining the Zetas. He looked the part in every way. Landing him had been the highlight of her career. It had secured her position at the head of the task force.

“Nope. Just like the drinking, I didn’t need to experience it myself to know it was stupid. Besides, my mom deserves one law-abiding child.”

Realisation spread over her. “That is why you held out at first, when I came to your house. When I asked you to join the DEA?”

Torres nodded.

“Because of your mom. You didn’t want her to think you had joined a gang too.”

Torres let out a long stream of air. “I haven’t seen her in two years. When she found out I was a Zeta she cried and said I was as good as dead. It was only time…and she couldn’t watch me die a bit at a time. The first thing I am going to do when we find El Escorpion is go to see my mom. I need to make it right.”

Beth laid her hand on Torres’ arm. “I’m sorry.” She wished she could tell him to go and see his mom, but she couldn’t, not yet.

“Beth, if something happens to me, I want you to explain it to my mom. I want it to be you. I don’t want it to come from anybody else. And I want her to meet you anyway.”

A lump formed in Beth’s throat. No matter how hard she swallowed she could not shift it. She wanted to tell him that it would never come to that but they both knew it was a very real possibility.

Torres stood up. “Come on, Gatita. There is gravy to be made. I’m still not convinced, but never let it be said that I won’t try things.”

Beth followed him through to the kitchen and watched him sauté onions and mushrooms. He added some of the red wine he had brought and covered it to let it thicken.

Beth plated up the meatloaf and mashed potatoes and covered the entire plate with gravy. Just how she remembered it.

“So what do you think?” she asked after Torres had had a chance to try it.

“Pretty good for Gringa food.”

Beth smiled as she took a bite. It tasted exactly like she remembered. “Mmm, can you see why this is my favourite?”

“It’s only your favourite because you haven’t had my mom’s tamales. Once this is over, we’re going to my mom’s for some proper food.”

Beth’s heart skipped a beat. He was talking about them in the future. She told herself not to get excited. People say ‘come by anytime’ but it is not an invitation until somebody pulls out their calendar and starts pencilling in dates. “Yeah that would be nice. I love tamales.”

“The bean and jalapeño ones are the best.”

Beth turned away so he couldn’t see her face.

“What’s wrong, Gatita?”

Beth shook her head. “I’m scared.”

“Why?”

“The future.” Beth shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know what is going to happen.”

“Nobody does. That’s part of the fun.”

“I don’t think it’s fun. I don’t like it.”

“Would knowing the end help you enjoy all the parts in between better? Isn’t it better not knowing what’s coming so you can live in the moment and enjoy everything as it comes?”

Beth shook her head. “I can’t enjoy the parts in between if I don’t know when it’s all going to be over.”

Torres leaned over and kissed her temple. “It ends the same for all of us, one last breath and then we meet our maker. Let yourself enjoy the parts in between. There is a lot of joy out there, Beth, if you let yourself have it.”

“How can you still believe that? After everything you have seen?”

Torres took a deep breath. “I met you. You reminded me that there is good in the world. The night in the hotel, I should have taken you home but with you around I saw…” Torres shrugged. “And in Culiacan when you took Alejandra from the car, I wanted to strangle you but I admired you, screaming and swearing and all. I looked at you and I thought ‘that is a good woman: a crazy woman but a good woman’. You make be remember there is good in the world.”

Beth started to cry.

 “Damn it. I did it again,” Torres muttered. “Please, don’t cry, Gatita.”

Beth wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I told you I just fake being a good person.”

Torres kissed a tear from her cheek. “And I told you, you’re not great at faking things. The good is all you.”

She wasn’t convinced. She wasn’t nearly as nice as he seemed to think. Maybe she shouldn’t tell him, or maybe she should have told him before. Shit. “ Look. Torres. I took advantage of you.”

His dark brow arched in question. “Are you talking about sex?”

Beth shook her head. “No, I manipulated you to get you on the task force. I used your history against you. I spoke to Frazer first so I would know exactly how to turn the knife. It was emotional blackmail. And I was proud of myself. I would have told you anything. I didn’t care that it was dangerous. I didn’t care that I could get you killed. I didn’t care that you would have to do horrible things. Those were all details that I was happy to overlook. They meant nothing to me. You were just a tool to move me higher up the food chain.”

“And?”

“And. It was a shitty thing to do. But I would do it again. But not to you, to someone else. Because I’m a hypocrite and it is OK to use people as long as you don’t care about them. How messed up is that?”

“Do you want me to be angry?” Torres stared down at his hands.

“Yeah. Maybe I do. I want you to be so pissed that you tell me to fuck off and leave the DEA all together. When you walk out the door, I want to know that you will be safe. Don’t go after Martinez. I used you. Just quit. Please, Torres.” Her voice broke.

“I can’t quit, Gatita. You don’t want me to quit.”

“I do!” she shouted. “Quit. Go to Austin. Go anywhere. Just stop.” She didn’t care about El Escorpion or a job in California. She would happily take a pay cut and make up the difference with shifts at Max’s diner. She heard they had just fired a waitress. She would do anything for him to quit.

“I can’t. I need this. You need this. You won’t be safe until it’s done. Don’t ask me again.”

Beth shook her head. “I don’t need you dead. That’s what will happen. I don’t need that, Torres. Is killing Martinez really worth it?”

Torres wrapped his arms around her and held her. She shook.

She pushed the anxiety as far down as she could. Fear was ruining her time with him. Every time he left she knew it might be the last time she saw him. She knew that, accepted it even, but now the uncertainty had taken over. It was a real, living breathing being, sucking the air from her lungs and clouding her vision, pushing out all the light, leaving her only shadows and darkness and more fear.

Beth glanced at her watch, willing it to stop and give her a few more hours with him, or even minutes.

“Torres, every time I see you, I am scared that it will be our last time.”

“I know,” he said. This time he didn’t offer her any promises or tell her everything was going to be all right.

Just lie to me. She willed him to tell her it was going to be OK.

But he didn’t.


Chapter Seventeen

Beth waited for Torres’ call. She lay on the couch watching the eleven o’clock news. He always called at 9pm. If he wasn’t free to call, he texted her, always at 9pm. Beth checked to make sure her phone was on.

She sat up and tucked her legs under her. She stared at the phone, commanding it to ring. There could be a million reasons why he hadn’t called. Bad reception! That was what it was. He was in an area with bad reception, or maybe his phone needed to be charged.

She fought the urge to call him. She couldn’t. It wasn’t safe. It would be epically stupid, but if she were guaranteed to hear his voice at the other end, she would have done it.

At some point Beth must have fallen asleep waiting for Torres to call. When she woke up she had a sore neck from lying on the side of the arm of the couch. The television was still on, an infomercial playing, with a camp man telling her how she could get abs like his in just a few minutes every day.

Beth rubbed her neck. Yep she could have those abs, if those minutes involved a trip to a plastic surgeon or a tutorial on Photoshop.

Beth grabbed her phone. There was one missed message. It was from Torres, thank God. She breathed a sigh of relief as she opened the message.

It’s over. Everything is OK

She shook her head. What was he talking about? What was over? Her eyes narrowed when she noticed the GPS. The message was sent from Bogotá. Beth shook her head again. That couldn’t be right. Last time she spoke to him he was in Mazatlan and had no plans of leaving until be brought another shipment through Laredo.

She didn’t have very long to think about it. Her phone rang in her hand. She nearly dropped it when the dulcet tones of Carly Simon started singing. It was Patterson.

“It isn’t even 6am,” Beth said when she answered the call.

“Did you get my email?”

Beth reached for her laptop. “No, I just woke up. What’s going on?”

“Martinez is dead. I sent you the photos. Fucking brutal, even for the Zetas. Check out the third one. His heart was cut out. Who does that? Oh and his eyes and tongue. Fuck they were gouged out. He was alive for it. Look at that blood. Christ I didn’t even know people had that much blood. Officially we’ll wait for a confirmation from the Colombians but it is him. Check out the Treinta tattoo on his hand.”

Panic seized Beth. Her mouth was too dry to speak. “Colombia? He was killed in Colombia?”

“Yeah he has an apartment in Bogotá. Son of a bitch was gutted like a fish. Did you open the file? Have you ever seen anything like this?”

Beth cleared her throat. “My computer isn’t loading. Any idea who did it?”

“No idea. This was a sick son of a bitch though. Want me to send it again? You need to see the last picture.”

Beth couldn’t concentrate. Torres was in Bogotá as of three hours ago. “Just tell me what it is. I don’t need to see it. You’re the only one who gets off on it, Patterson. Just tell me what it is.”

“Trust me, whoever did this got off on it. This was personal.”

Beth closed her eyes. Her mind was racing too fast for her to keep up and put together a coherent thought.

“You there, Thomson?”

“Yeah.”

“You need to see the last picture,” Patterson said again. “He had a file on you with a shitload of pictures. Shit I betting he was jacking off to them. He had the photo that was sent to Flores on his computer. Martinez is the one who ordered the hit. You’re safe now, California. You’re coming home, Thomson,” Patterson reported triumphantly.

Beth couldn’t get her breath. Her chest hurt.

“This is the part where you should squeal like a pig and offer to suck my dick because you’re so glad to be getting home.”

Beth cleared her throat. “Yeah, I’m happy. Thank you, Patterson. I…I…just…I…it has just been a tough couple months.”

“Damn, Thomson. You’re never this quiet. What’s wrong with you?”

Beth slowly counted to ten in her mind. She needed to focus. “What about Alejandra? What’s going to happen to her?”

“What is it with you and the little tamale? Don’t go soft on me, Thomson.”

“I’m not going soft. What is going to happen to her?”

“There is a cousin somewhere in Sinaloa. Social services are checking it out. If Mexican social services are anything like the American ones, this could take a couple of week or months, shit I don’t know.”

“She can stay with me until it is time to take her home.”

“Shit, Thomson, you’ve gone soft.”

“I haven’t gone soft. She doesn’t need to be passed from pillar to post. I will keep her for a few weeks. She knows me. She can go to the day care at the office. It just makes sense. I am not being soft. I’m just not being an ass. You should try it sometime.”

Patterson laughed. “There is the badass Cali girl I know. Nothing soft about you, Thomson, keep it that way.”

“See you tomorrow. It will take the rest of the day to pack up. There is so much baby paraphernalia. You have no idea how much crap little people need.” She was going home. Relief washed over her. It was over: nobody out there trying to kill her. So why did her gut hurt like she had been kicked?

“See you, Thomson.”

She always knew this was how it was going to end, with Martinez dead, after all that is how she had gotten Torres to sign on the dotted line. She had dangled Archila’s killer like a carrot. She was culpable. Martinez was a detail, so why did it hurt to breathe?

***

It took just under an hour to pack up. Beth had a time-honoured system of throwing things into boxes. Anything that broke wasn’t worth having anyway.

“We’re going home, baby girl.” Beth caressed the baby’s soft curls. “Well I’m going home. We’ll get you home too. I promise.” Beth picked her up and kissed the top of her head.

Beth reached out her hand to Cynthia. They had shared a house for almost two months. She was going to miss the knowing looks the older woman shot her. They were always laced with judgement but Beth would miss them all the same because goodbyes were hard for her. Beth would even miss a thorn in her side because the empty space was worse than the pain. “Thank you for taking such good care of Alejandra.”

The baby smiled when she heard her name.

Cynthia took her hand and then surprised her by pulling her into an embrace. “Take care, Beth.” She was pressed against her, her arms soft and comforting.

“You too, Cynthia.”

Cynthia took Alejandra and put her in the car while Beth did one final sweep of the house to make sure she hadn’t left anything behind. In truth she just wanted to see the house again one final time, say goodbye as it were. She really was bad at transitions.

Slowly she made her way to the end of the hall. She stared at the closed door of her bedroom for a long time. A lot of memories were made there. She closed her eyes. Time to move on, from the house, from this part of her life; time to say goodbye.

***

Her house looked so small, and different, it didn’t feel like home any more. Maybe it never had and being away just made it more apparent. Beth shrugged, it didn’t matter: Texas would never really be her home anyway.

Patterson had made sure it was ready for her coming home. He had stocked the house with fresh groceries and diapers for Alejandra. When her partner wasn’t being an ass, he was actually very considerate. She would rather die than admit that, which was probably for the best because Patterson would kill her before he let go of his ass hat persona. He rarely showed it, but under the jackass exterior, he had a good heart.

Beth thanked the agent who drove her home. He set up Alejandra’s crib in her spare bedroom while they played in the back yard. Beth offered to make him a cup of coffee but he wanted to get back to his family in San Antonio. Alejandra waved to him as he drove off, leaving them alone for the first time. “It’s just us, mija,” Beth sighed.

Beth sat the baby on the couch next to her. “So baby girl, what do you want to do?”

Alejandra grabbed the remote control and put it in her mouth.

“Really. That is what you want to do? The world is your oyster, baby, think bigger than remote controls.” Beth tickled her tummy. Alejandra laughed and swung her arms back and forth.

“Baby girl, this is the first time in two months nobody has wanted to hurt us. We need to celebrate. Yes we do.” Beth ticked her tummy again and Alejandra squealed her delight. “Yes we do.”

In truth Beth just needed to get out of the house. She buckled Alejandra in the back of her Jeep Grand Cherokee. She adjusted the rear-view mirror so she could see the baby.

There was no place to be and no time she needed to get there. Beth hit the freeway and drove.

“Where should we go?” Beth asked. She glanced in her rear-view mirror. Alejandra’s head rested on the side of her seat, fast asleep.

Beth smiled. “Transitions hard on you too, baby girl?”

Beth took the next exit. She didn’t want to go home. She wasn’t ready to start this chapter of her life. Maybe she shouldn’t have offered to take care of Alejandra. She had no idea what to do with a baby or how long it would be.

Beth pulled over to the side of the road. She needed to talk. She pulled out her cell phone and dialled her sister’s number.

“Hey, I was beginning to think you had entered the witness protection programme,” Paige said.

“I kind of did,” Beth admitted. She stared at a field of bluebonnets on the side of the freeway as she poured her heart out to her little sister. Once she started talking, everything came out, details she had forgotten, details she was hoping to soon forget.

“My God, Beth, you had a hit out on you and you didn’t think to call me?” Paige said when Beth finished talking.

“I know. I know. I know. But it is over now. I’m fine. We’re fine. I still have the baby. Mexican social services still need to sort things out, so I have her for the next couple of weeks. I have no idea how I am going to manage to take care of her and work.” That reminded her she needed to phone the day care and make sure Alejandra was fine to start in the morning. Patterson said he had taken care of it but she wanted to double check.

“You’ll be fabulous. You could do the mom thing in your sleep.”

“I’m not sure,” she said dubiously as she glanced at Alejandra in the rear-view mirror. “It kind of freaks me out that I am responsible for a little person. I don’t know what I’m doing, I just make stuff up as I go.”

“I think that is the definition of parenting.”

“I’m not a parent. I don’t want to be a parent. I am a temporary guardian. Can you believe someone has trusted me with a care of a child?”

“The baby will be fine. You never fail at anything. Think of keeping her happy and alive as a project. Someone somewhere will be grading you.”

Beth shook her head. “No that makes it worse. I usually fail at everything the first time but keep going until I get it right.”

Paige laughed. “Again I think that is another way to define parenting.”

“Again not a parent. Legal Guardian.”

Paige laughed again. “You’ll be fine. Now tell me about your agent. You have it bad for this guy. When do I get to meet him?”

Beth shrugged, forgetting that her sister couldn’t actually see her. “You won’t. I don’t know, God I don’t know anything.” Beth shook her head.

“You love him, I can hear that in your voice.”

“I know. I’m so stupid. I feel like mom.”

“Why, did your guy rob a bank too?” Paige joked.

Beth closed her lids together. No, worse, he murdered someone. But Beth couldn’t tell her sister that. He had probably killed several people but Beth had ignored those details. People’s lives were details to her. She shook her head. “He just isn’t right for me, that’s all.”

“What does right for you even mean? I’m still waiting to find someone that wrong for me.”

Beth smiled. Her younger sister was beautiful, far prettier than Beth. They looked very similar except Beth was the messy first draft that needed heavy edits before it would be presentable and Paige was the polished manuscript, her hair shinier, her features softer, her body more graceful. There was no doubt that Paige would have many great loves. Beth just hoped whoever Paige chose loved her as much as Beth did. “Hey Paige. I want you and Mom to come see me. I am going to send you tickets.”

“OK. We would love to see you. When were you thinking?” The silver lining with her mom being fired was she had all the time in the world to spend with Beth in Texas. Beth wouldn’t let herself think about how much time she actually had left with her mom being the woman she recognised as her mother.

“Today,” Beth said. She needed her family now, not tomorrow, not next week.

Paige laughed. “OK. Call me when you have the details. I love you Beth. Thank you for calling me, I missed my big sister.”

Beth’s heart constricted. She missed her too.

Beth drove home. She carried Alejandra’s sleeping form into the house and laid her in the crib. She watched her sleep for a minute before she quietly closed the door. She opened her computer to book tickets for her mom and sister.

Beth took a deep breath. In her inbox was the message from Patterson. She hadn’t opened it yet because she didn’t want to see it. Did she want to see it now?

Beth closed her eyes as she clicked on the attachment. The photos downloaded slowly, sixteen in total. Beth scrolled down through each one. She forced herself to look at each one, take in every detail.

The first photo was the slumped body of Martinez. In the forefront of the picture was a pool of blood but it was what was in the background that caught her eye. Through the open window she could see El Carmen Church. She immediately recognised the red and white horizontal stripes that covered the building’s exterior. The beauty of the building was in the unique candy cane-styled cladding. No other building looked like it in historic Bogotá.

Beth tried to work out in which building Martinez had been living. She shook her head. Did it matter? He was dead. She was looking at a picture of his dead body and she was admiring the architecture. Had the violence become so second nature to her that the most prominent feature of the photo was a glimpse of a building she had admired ten years ago? God she was sick. No wonder she could view murder as an inconvenient detail.

She scrolled through the photos. She memorised each of them before she moved onto the next because she had no intention of ever looking at them again.

The pictures became more graphic as she scrolled through them, the angles tighter, the detail more vivid. God she was doing it again, critiquing the quality of the photography instead of focusing on the real issue: a man was dead and Torres had killed him.

She forced herself to look at Martinez, only see him. It didn’t matter that he had a statue of the Virgin Mary on the table by the window. It didn’t matter that he had obviously just sat down for a meal when he was attacked. Why were those the details her eyes went to? What about his tongue that was cut from his mouth and placed in his hand? What about the sockets that once held eyes or the open cavity in his chest where his heart once beat? God she was sick. Why didn’t those keep her attention? Maybe she was a sociopath. That could be it. Maybe that is why people were only details to her.

The person that had done this was sadistic and evil. Patterson was right; the culprit had enjoyed it. Why couldn’t she feel that? Where was her empathy? The first thing she thought when Patterson had told her Martinez was dead was that she would never see Torres again. Sick. She was sick in the head.

Realisation slapped her hard in the face. She was responsible for this too. She had sought Torres out, pushed him into this. She knew exactly what was going to happen. She knew before she knocked on his door how her plan was going to play out.

Oh God she was going to throw up. What was wrong with her?

Beth ran to the bathroom and hunched over the toilet. Her stomach cramped as she was sick over and over.

Beth sat back on the cool tiles. She pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. She couldn’t be this woman. She couldn’t look past what Torres did. Killing was one thing, but torture was another. She shook her head. She was rationalising murder. Did her mom rationalise the bank robbery? Beth wasn’t that woman.

She stood up and washed her face. She might be sick in the head but she wasn’t going to be that woman.


Chapter Eighteen

Beth picked up Alejandra and headed for the door. This was the first day of their new routine and she had managed to get Baby Girl up and ready before 7am. It had very nearly been a victory but Alejandra decided Beth’s silk blouse was the perfect place to rub her apple sauce. In all fairness, it was Beth’s own fault for trying to dress up for work. It was her first official day back and she wanted to try to make an effort, but it really wasn’t her and everyone in her office already knew that. She didn’t need to fake it with them. Beth stripped off her blouse and put on a white T-shirt under her navy suit.

“OK I think we have everything. I packed your lunch. I have two changes of clothes for you, a bag of diapers, and your wipes. What else?” Beth asked but Alejandra was no help. She just smiled and grabbed Beth’s car keys. “No, Mija. I need those.”

OK they were finally ready to go. Beth balanced Alejandra in one arm and opened the door with the other. She held her key ring between her teeth and the baby’s bag under her chin. Yes, she was getting the hang of this mom thing. She could do this for the next month or so.

“Hey.”

Beth’s head shot up and the bag she had skilfully placed under her chin fell, spilling the contents over the wooden floor.

Beth’s mouth dropped open and her keys fell out of her mouth and into her modest cleavage. Her heart stopped and then started again, beating erratically, first fast and then slow and then fast again, finally settling on a bit just short of fibrillation.

“Torres.” His name came out a whisper.

He was here.

His hair was still short to his head but he had not shaved it. Nor had he shaved his beard. He was wearing his trademark white T-shirt and faded jeans.

She didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t supposed to be here. She always knew once Martinez was dead Torres would be gone. But he was here.

“Hola, Gatita.” Torres smiled. He reached down and picked up the wipes and clothes and put them back in the diaper bag.

“What are you doing here?” Beth asked. The photos of Martinez flashed in her mind like morbid snap shots. Beth took a step back. Instinctively she held Alejandra closer. She was looking at Torres but all she could see was the dead body sprawled out on the tile floor.

He reached out to touch her. Beth flinched. There was no conscious thought behind the action, just her body’s attempt to protect her.

Torres’ eyes narrowed. He placed his hand on her wrist. He was testing her to see if she would pull it away. Beth forced herself to stay perfectly still.

“What’s wrong?”

Beth’s back straightened. “I didn’t expect to see you.” She left out the words ‘ever again’ but that is what she meant. It shamed her that she kept her phone beside her bed last night. She told herself it was in case her sister or Patterson needed to get a hold of her but it was for the pathetic part of her that had hoped Torres would phone, but he didn’t. Why would he? He had gotten what he wanted from their deal.

“You’re scared of me,” Torres said. His voice was incredulous. Betrayal flashed over his face, gone as quickly as it appeared.

She forced herself to look him directly in the eye. Thankfully he could not feel her heart’s violent assault on her ribs or he would have known he was right. “I told you, I didn’t expect to see you.”

“And I told you, you’re a shitty liar. I can read you. This is how you looked when Flores had you. Is that how you think of me now?”

Beth bit into her lip. She needed the sharp sting to focus her. She wasn’t afraid of Torres: not in the same way. Or maybe she was. God she couldn’t think. He was too close. His strong hand was still wrapped around her wrist. Her body betrayed her by warming under his touch. She was horrified by what he had done, but because it was Torres, her body forgot to be appalled.

But she still had enough sense to be ashamed of her reaction. It didn’t matter that it was Torres. It shouldn’t matter that it was Torres…

She now understood the magnitude of the choice her mom was forced to make. She could have left her dad, made a good life, but something inside stopped her: love…stupidity.

Now Beth had a choice.

“Tell me what happened in Bogotá,” Beth demanded.

She would make a better choice than her mom.

Torres tensed.

“Don’t think about lying to me.” She didn’t put it past him. He was a killer after all. But she wasn’t going to give him a chance to lie because she just might be tempted to believe him. She had let herself believe she could trust him once. “The GPS from your text, I saw it. You told me you were in Mazatlan. That is where you said you were going to be. I remember because I wished I were there with you. But you weren’t in Mexico at all, were you?”

His jaw clenched. Even through his thick beard she could see the muscles tense along his jaw. His eyes narrowed. “Yes I was in Colombia. I didn’t want you to worry.”

His hand was still wrapped around her wrist. Beth didn’t pull away because a perverse part of her wanted him to touch her, even if it was in anger. God she was sick…but she was strong, and unlike her mom she could give up on someone. “Why would I be worried? You’re obviously more than capable of taking care of yourself. Did you cut out his tongue first so he couldn’t scream? Or was it his eyes?”

Torres scoffed. “So Patterson sent you the pictures.” Torres shook his head. “What an asshole.”

“Yep he is but he isn’t a cold-blooded killer,” she scoffed.

“But I am. That’s what you’re saying.” He shook his head again, the anger becoming clearer in his dark features.

Beth tried to pull her wrist away but he wouldn’t let her. “I have seen the pictures,” she reminded him.

“Ask me if I did it, Beth.” His voice was cold. There was no emotion there, just a command.

“Why? So you can lie to me?”

Torres smiled, but there was nothing friendly about the small movement. It was more like a lion bearing his teeth to his prey. “No, because I need to see your eyes when I tell you what happened.”

Beth tried again to pull her arm away. “I don’t want to hear it.” She couldn’t trust herself to not be sucked in.

Torres increased the pressure on her wrist. She wasn’t going anywhere. Her arm was getting tired from holding Alejandra but she refused to put her down.

“He was dead when I found him.” His stare bore down on her, scrutinising and cold. The anger was palpable, a controlled rage radiated from him. She didn’t trust herself to look at him. She wouldn’t let herself be sucked in.

Suddenly Torres dropped her hand. He shook his head. “You don’t trust me. You never will. Jesus, Beth, you’re scared of me.”

Beth didn’t say anything.

“You are. You’re scared and you’re really shitty at hiding it. You did a better job hiding it when it was Flores. I scare you more than he did.” Torres laughed. It was a bitter sound, void of any joy. “That must mean anything I could do to you would be far more repulsive than anything Flores could do. Is that what you are thinking? Do you wish now it had been Flores in your bed?”

Beth took a step back. “I saw the pictures.” Her voice was paper thin. She squeezed Alejandra tighter.

“Ask me if I did it!” His rage was barely concealed. Beth had no doubt that had she been a man, Torres would have grabbed her by the throat by now.

“No.” She didn’t want to hear. She didn’t need details. “Just go.”

Torres took a step closer, closing the space between them. “Ask me,” he seethed between clenched teeth.

Beth shook her head. She couldn’t speak. Her mouth was too dry and her vocal cords would betray her by shaking.

“Ask me, Beth.”

She shook her head again.

“These are details you can’t ignore. I planned the way I was going to kill him in detail, every single part of it. I had two years to think about it. I knew what I was going to say. I knew what the gun would feel like in my hand as I squeezed the trigger. I knew what his eyes would look like. I could imagine the fear.”

“Stop it!”

“No. You were happy for me to kill him when it suited you. What happened, Beth? Why did you change your mind? Did your little pretending game stop working? What a shame that you had to grow up and join the rest of us in the real world. It’s a big bad place out here.”

“Stop it!” Beth squeezed her lids shut.

“Open your eyes, Beth. I’m not done. I didn’t get to the best part. I had two years to plan it. The least you can do is give me five minutes to explain it. You owe me that.”

Beth forced herself to open her eyes.

“My plan was simple, so simple. I wouldn’t even need to speak to him. I would hold a gun to his head and wait for the recognition to flash in his eyes. Then the fear would come, he would beg but I wouldn’t say a word because nothing could be as bad as the screams coming from inside his head. I would wait until the fear buckled his knees and then I would shoot him, right here.” Torres reached out and marked the spot on her forehead directly between her eyes.

A bolt of sheer terror ran the length of her spine. If she wasn’t holding Alejandra she may have fallen under the magnitude of emotion that hit her, but the baby’s small form gave her strength.

“You wanted a killer. You hired a killer. What’s wrong, can’t handle the details?”

“Stop.” The word barely made it past her lips; it was a pathetic strangled sound.

“No. I’m not going to stop. I haven’t gotten to the best part. You’re going to want to hear this. This is a detail you’re not going to want to miss. It really adds to the story. Hopefully you can appreciate the irony. No, don’t look away. I need to see your eyes when I tell you.” Torres held her chin firmly in place. “This is the part where there is a plot change. I found Martinez. I watched him. I followed him. I stalked him. I knew when he ate and when he slept and when he wiped his ass. There were dozens of times when I could have pulled the trigger. He was mine. Ask me why I didn’t.”

Beth closed her eyes. She couldn’t look at him any longer.

Torres squeezed her chin. It didn’t hurt but it was enough for her to know she had to comply.

She forced her eyes wide. “Why didn’t you kill him when you first had the chance? Why did you wait?”

“Because there was something more important than my revenge. Can you think what that might have been, Gatita?”

Beth shook her head.

“I didn’t kill Martinez. I followed him because he could lead me to El Escorpion. That was more important to me. After two years I gave up on getting revenge. Why? Ask me why, Beth.”

“Why?” she whispered.

“Because finding El Escorpion was more important for you. I did it for you. I didn’t kill Martinez because I knew you needed him and you are more important to me than revenge or Archila or anything else. I found Martinez’s body. I phoned it in. I’m the one who took the pictures. Did Patterson tell you that part?”

Beth shook her head. Her head spun. She couldn’t think. The photos played in her mind. It was all too much.

“No, I bet he didn’t tell you that part. Well fuck him. And fuck you, Beth. You don’t trust me, and you never will. So fuck you!” He fired the words out like bullets, each one tearing a fresh hole in her.

Alejandra startled. Her brown eyes brimmed with tears and then she screamed.

Torres dropped his hand from her and turned and walked down the cobbled path to her front gate, away from her, away from her life.

Beth opened her mouth to speak. But nothing came out. There were no words. She closed her eyes and let the pain and confusion wash over her. She wanted to scream and tell him not to leave. Her body wanted to run after him and beg him to stay. But she wouldn’t because she would make a better choice than her mom.

***

Torres clenched his hands into fists. Anger settled in the pit of his stomach like smouldering charcoals. His teeth ground together. Fuck her. And fuck him for thinking she was worth it. He had his chance with Martinez. But he stopped himself. He would never get the closure he wanted, he would never get to see the look of recognition or the fear in Martinez’ eyes. But it was worth it, that is what he told himself. It was worth it if it meant Beth could find El Escorpion. It was worth it if Beth could get her move back to California. It was worth it if it would make her happy. It was worth it if it made her smile.

Well fuck her.

None of it was worth it. There was no such thing as fucking closure. And there was no such thing as a happy ending for him. Fuck him for thinking there was.

He got the look of fear he wanted, but it didn’t come from Martinez. She was scared of him. She may as well have kicked him in the solar plexus. That would have been less painful and just as effective. He didn’t give a shit what anyone else thought of him. People looked at him and saw a monster and he didn’t give a shit. But Beth…

Fuck her. He shook his head. He was done. Done with her, done with the DEA. He was just done.

He slammed the door to his SUV and drove off.


Chapter Nineteen

“Who sent you the photos from Bogotá?” Beth demanded.

She had finally made her way into her office. Alejandra, the sweetest natured child in the world, had chosen today of all days to develop separation anxiety. She screamed when Beth tried to leave her in day care. The irony was that Hannah, the day-care provider, actually knew what she was doing, but Alejandra didn’t seem to care, it was one change too many for her. She clung to Beth, her tiny hands fisted in Beth’s hair, ready to pull out every last strand if she dared to try to put her down again. Beth sat with her for over an hour reading books and showing Alejandra all the toys to play with.

Finally Hannah told Beth she was actually making it worse by giving in to Alejandra. Hannah was very nice about it and the way she explained it made perfect sense, Beth was reinforcing Alejandra’s tantrum by staying with her. But still it ripped Beth’s heart out to leave her. The poor child had just lost her family and Beth was the only familiar face she had. In the end she only left once Hannah promised to call her if Alejandra hadn’t stopped crying in ten minutes.

And so far, so good.

Beth crossed Patterson’s office and sat down in the leather captain’s chair across from him. Above his head, on the wall, was the bust of a giant stag, one of five mountings in his office. It had taken Beth a few months to get used to the very Texan practice of hanging carcasses on every wall. At first it reminded her of the roadkill she saw as a kid when she looked out her bedroom window, one of the many perks of having an apartment that overlooked I80. She also got to breathe toxic emissions and watch the occasional high-speed chase.

Patterson looked up from his paper work. “Morning, California. Get the tamale settled?”

Beth sighed. “Alejandra, her name is Alejandra and no she isn’t settled but I dropped her off. Now answer my question.”

“I can’t even remember your question.”

“Who sent you the pictures from Colombia?” she asked again.

Patterson sat back in his chair. “Why?”

Beth was temporarily back-footed. “Because it is an important detail. I need to know who found his body.”

“Why?” Patterson asked again.

Beth sighed. “Stop being a dick and just tell me.”

“I’ll stop being a dick when you stop being stupid. I know you’re boning him. Everyone in the office knows. You’re smarter than that.” Patterson shook his head. “Look, I like you, Thomson. I don’t like most people but you’re a good egg. Stop thinking with your dick or whatever the female equivalent is.”

Beth’s back straightened. Jessop knew as did Cynthia and the agents assigned to her at the safe house but she didn’t realise it was public knowledge. She didn’t care; she had nothing to be ashamed of. “What is it to you who I sleep with? I have seen you go through dozens of women since we were partnered. I never would dream about commenting on who you are screwing so please extend the same courtesy to me.”

“You’re better than that, Beth.”

Beth bit her lip. She hated when he called her by her first name; it just didn’t sound right, but nor did getting advice from the resident man whore. “What does that even mean, I’m better than what exactly? Better than him? I don’t think so because he is the one out risking his life while we’re sitting here behind desks drinking coffee.”

“He is a thug. Shit, you know you could do better. Even that accountant douche is better than Torres.”

Beth’s eyes widened. “He is an actuary and his name is Neil. How do you even know about him?” Beth never talked about her private life with Patterson. She couldn’t remember telling anyone in the office. She might have told Rebekah in human resources. Occasionally they went out for drinks and it could have come up.

Patterson shifted in his seat. “Look, Thomson, you’re my partner. Part of my job is looking out for you.”

Beth put her hand up. “Trust me, your job description doesn’t include keeping track of who I sleep with.”

“I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Ha,” she scoffed. “Where was this need to protect me when the shit hit the fan in Culiacan? You were the first to tell me I messed up. You didn’t have my back then. Torres did. When Jessop cut me out, Torres got me back in. So save your faux concern.”

“Is that why you’re sucking his dick, because he stood up for you to Jessop?”

Beth’s mouth dropped. Patterson was uncouth at the best of times but he was never this angry or disrespectful. “Screw you! How dare you speak to me like that! It is none of your business whose dick I suck. If I want to screw every agent in the DEA, I will do it. Don’t you ever speak to me like that again.”

Patterson dropped his head. For a long time he didn’t say anything. Eventually he looked back up at her. There was pain written clearly on his face. “I’m sorry, Beth. I fucked up. I should have had your back. Look…” He tapped his long fingers on the mahogany desk. He let out a stream of air. “I – I care about you OK? You’re my partner. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Beth sighed. She understood better than anyone how much it pained Patterson to admit he cared. She had known him long enough to know that compassion didn’t feature heavily in his emotional repertoire. He had mastered anger and indifference, but this was new for him. She cared for him too. He was a misogynist and borderline racist but under all the crap was someone she genuinely liked.

Realisation washed over Beth. Patterson had intentionally withheld the information about Torres because he wanted her to think Torres had murdered Martinez.

And it worked.

“Patterson, I appreciate your concern, I really do, but what is going on with Torres has nothing to do with us, OK? We’re good, right?”

Patterson nodded begrudgingly. “Yeah, we’re good.”

Beth sighed in relief. “So tell me what happened in Colombia.”

“Torres was on his tail. He made Jessop promise not to tell you. No idea how he manages to give Jessop orders, but that he does.”

“I do,” Beth said. Anyone who had ever laid eyes on Torres would understand why people complied with his demands.

Patterson shook his head. “He has massive balls, I’ll give him that.”

Beth shrugged her shoulders and smiled. “The balls are pretty normal but there are other massive parts to him.”

Patterson held up his hand. “Jesus, Thomson. I don’t want to imagine Torres boning my partner with his massive dick.”

“Well stop imagine him boning me all together. I think that would be the way forward.”

“Jesus, now I can’t stop thinking about it.” Patterson grimaced.

“I don’t care if you think about it, but if you jerk off to the image, I don’t want to hear about it.”

Patterson laughed. “That’s my dirty girl. Now you know I’m going to have to jerk off to the image of you getting boned.”

“Yes, well best not to imagine Torres. The feeling of inadequacy would kill your hard on.”

“Don’t worry about me, California. I do just fine in that department. Want to see?” He pretended to reach for his zipper.

Beth rolled her eyes. “No thanks. I’ve heard all about it.” Patterson had slept with the majority of women in the office. There were no complaints about him between the sheets. In the cold light of day, he was a real jackass, but apparently he got the job done in the bedroom.

“Suit yourself.”

Beth stood up. “I’m leaving before you show me your dick. I don’t want to try to get rid of that image.”

“Trust me, California. Don’t waste your time trying to forget. Never going to happen.”

Beth shook her head. “I am going to pretend this conversation never happened.”

“Suit yourself,” he said again.

***

Beth scooped peanut butter out of the jar with her index finger. Thank God for the emergency supply of Skippy she kept in her top drawer. Some days were eat-peanut-butter-directly from the jar days. Today was one of them. She had left her sack lunch at Alejandra’s day care and there was no way she was going down to get it. She knew if the baby cried, she would end up just picking her up and taking her home to eat popsicles and dig for worms in the back yard. She was far too soft. She was going to have to sort that out before she had her own children. If she had her own children…

Beth licked her finger and then stuck it back in the jar. Normally she would be appalled at the thought of double-dipping, especially with fingers, but she needed the hit of salty fatty goodness. M&M therapy would have been better but she didn’t have the energy to take the elevator to the vending machine on the ground floor.

She sighed. What she really needed was to speak to Torres. Nobody could talk her off a ledge like he could. She shook her head. She had well and truly burned that bridge. And the irony, she needed to talk to Torres about ruining things with him. She was a special kind of pathetic.

Oh well… Peanut butter was the way forward. She took another scoop. She looked at the calorie content and winced. Oh who was she kidding, no one was likely to see her naked in the near future, she may as well finish the jar.

“I hear that is good on pancakes.”

Beth’s head shot up. Her breath caught when she saw him.

Torres was standing in the doorway. He had never been to the building; it was far too dangerous for an undercover agent to be anywhere near a DEA office.

“Hi.” She put down the jar, and tried to hide the enormous glob of peanut butter on her finger behind the stapler on her desk. “I’m glad you’re here. We need to talk.”

Torres closed the door behind him and locked it before drawing the shade on the glass panel. “You have done enough talking.” He was looking at her like he was trying to decide the best way to murder her.

Beth glanced at the door. There were at least a dozen people less than thirty feet away. If she screamed, Patterson would have the door down in thirty seconds. He may be an ass hat, but he was a strong ass hat who wouldn’t let anything happen to her. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

“That’s the problem isn’t it? You have always expected me to fuck off as soon as I got what I wanted.”

Torres crossed the room in three long strides. “Trouble is, I didn’t get what I wanted.”

His low voice sent a bolt of desire to her core. She licked her dry lips. “Torres,” she started to speak but he cut her off by taking her hand and bringing it to his lips. He licked her finger, first the tip and then he turned her hand over and kissed her palm, licking the cleft between her finger and thumb.

She sucked in a ragged breath. “Torres.” She couldn’t think. All the blood drained from her head and pooled at her centre.

“Callate, mujer.” Shut up, woman.

Beth blinked. If he said it in English she would have been tempted to smack him in the mouth but in Spanish she was too focused on the way his mouth caressed the words when he spoke to consider the actual words.

Beth stood up. “Look, Torres—”

Torres held his hand up to stop her. Anger radiated off of him. “Don’t make me gag you, we both know I am not above it.”

Beth nodded. Torres was capable of lots of things. Half of them scared the hell out of her and the other half turned her on, unfortunately, his threat to gag her fell into both categories.

“Do you know how angry you make me?” Torres asked. He ran a hand over his short beard.

Beth guessed it was a rhetorical question but she was fairly sure she knew the answer.

“I meant it this morning when I told you to fuck off. I have never been angrier than when I left your house this morning but then I started driving to Mexico and with every mile that passed I got angrier. By the time I got to Nuevo Laredo, I was ready to kill someone.”

Beth glanced at the door. If he did kill her, she just hoped he would send her off with a good hard seeing to first. She couldn’t think of a better way to die. Beth shook her head to dislodge the thought. What was she thinking? Or more to the point, why couldn’t she think about anything beyond sex when Torres was so close? There was a safe zone: as long as he was more than four feet away, she was fine, but the moment he entered her space, it was all systems go. There must be something short-circuiting in her brain, there was something chemical going on because she had developed a full-blown addiction to him. She didn’t even want to think of the withdrawal symptoms.

“Because I am trying to minimise the number of people I shoot in the face, I decided to take a page from your book and make a list of everything I hate about you.”

Beth’s shoulders slumped. That would be a very long list.

“And God Bless you, Beth, you make it too easy for me. There is so much to pick from. You’re uptight and you’re messy. You can’t manage to get wrappers all the way into the garbage. You put them on the counter next to it because clearly the extra two feet is too much. While we are on the subject, shoving your clothes in a suitcase is not packing, but I digress. You’re both impulsive and gun shy. When you’re not drooling in your sleep, you are snoring.”

Beth held up her hand. “I get the point.”

Torres shook his head. “No I don’t think you do. You may as well sit down because I’m just getting started. It took me forty miles to finish the list. Where was I? Oh yes, you’re not all that pretty. I don’t hate that about you, it’s just a fact.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. Her hands scrunched into tight fists. She might just hit him. Hell if she had the shank Flores used, she might give him a matching scar on the other side. “Did you come to my work to tell me that? You really shouldn’t have bothered.”

“There you go interrupting me again, and always before I get to the important part.”

Her fingers itched to wrap around his throat. The only thing that stopped her was that she deserved it. She had assumed the worst about him the way she did about everyone else. He was angry and hurt and lashing out. She would take it…but she wouldn’t like it. “I think the not thinking I’m pretty is a fairly important point. That might just be me being a girl. You know we tend to care about these things. Asshole,” she muttered under her breath.

Torres’ lips curled into half a smile. “Jumping to conclusions again, Gatita. I hate that about you too. The list just keeps getting bigger.”

Beth threw her hands in the air. She tried taking the high road but it really wasn’t her. “Patterson is thirty feet away. If I scream, he will be here in twenty seconds, just something to consider before you keep going.”

Torres smirked. “Really, Beth? We both know Patterson wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Beth considered for a second. Torres and Patterson were fairly evenly matched physically. But, yes, Torres would destroy him. “Fine. Get to your point.”

“It is really hard to get to my point when I keep remembering reasons why you drive me crazy. You are completely oblivious to the fact that Patterson would do anything to get into your pants. I don’t blame him, having been there, I can highly recommend it.”

His anger wasn’t shifting, if anything it had taken root. There was no warmth in the room, just a solid wall of ice formed by her doubt and his bitterness.

Beth shook her head. “Don’t be stupid. Patterson doesn’t want me.”

“Trust me. He looks at you like he wants to bend you over the desk and fuck you. And if he doesn’t stop looking at you like that, I am going to rip his throat out. If there is anyone fucking you over the desk, it will be me.”

The admission sent a hot wave of pleasure through her. She sucked in a sharp breath. She wouldn’t let herself believe it, his words were just another way to hurt her, draw her in just to push her away. “And why exactly would you want to do that? I’m not pretty, remember?”

“Objectively, you’re not, you’re as average as they come. But fuck if I can be objective about you. To me, you are beautiful. You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met and it pisses me off because I have no idea when or why it happened, but here we are.” The frustration was clear in his voice. Torres sat down and pulled her down on his lap. “Can you feel that?” His erection was pressed against her bottom. “Reason number 895 why you piss me off. I can’t stand next to you without getting an erection. All I have to do is hear your name and I’m hard. Even when I’m fucking you, I am thinking about when I will get to do it again. And it really pisses me off that I will never get enough of you. I could fuck you every night for the rest of my life and I would still want more.”

Her body tingled. She pushed her butt over the hard length of his erection. His anger only served to excite her.

“That reminds me of another reason I hate you: you touch me and I come. I have never had that problem before. The first time, I thought it was just because it had been so long but then I realised it is just you.”

Torres reached under her shirt and caressed her nipple through the satin fabric of her bra. The sensitive flesh hardened under his expert touch. Her back arched, her head rested against his broad chest. “You’ve not heard me complain about it.” She wanted to turn around and kiss him, but having her back to him meant he had the perfect angle to stroke her breasts. And she wasn’t sure he would kiss her back. He didn’t want her for that. What he wanted from her wasn’t sweet or romantic or tender.

She shifted her body back and forth, rubbing herself against him.

“Stop.” His voice sounded strangled. “If you keep doing that, I really will be fucking you over your desk.”

He meant it as a warning, but all her mind heard was an invitation. She ground herself against him.

“Bad at taking orders. Yet another thing to add to the list.” In an instant he had lifted her off of him. He pulled her skirt up to her waist and then pulled down her panties to her knees. “You really need to be more obedient.” He pushed her over on the desk. Her hands tried to hold her up but he pushed her down. There was nothing sweet or gentle about it. This wasn’t about making love; this was fucking pure and simple. And she loved it. She needed it. He needed it. His anger and frustration were still present, hanging between them like an unwelcome guest. His hand ran over her naked skin. “Do you know how angry you make me?” he asked.

She didn’t turn around. Her skin tingled like small electric pins pricking her. “Show me,” she breathed against the solid oak surface of her desk. “Let me feel how angry you are.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Torres said.

“Show me,” she said again. “Show me how angry I make you. I want to feel it.”

Wordlessly he leaned over and undid her bra. His large hand stroked her nipple until it hardened in his hand and then he squeezed, soft at first and then hard. The pain was searing, sending tendrils of molten heat through her. She wanted to cry out but she knew if she did he would stop. “Show me how angry I make you,” she said again.

He squeezed on her nipple again. This time her senses had been dulled enough not to register the full extent of the pain and all she felt was the rush of pleasure when he eased the pressure. He rubbed his hand over her ass. “Perfect,” he moaned as he rubbed her. His head lowered to the spot he had been rubbing. He kissed her gently.

He was holding back, she could feel it. She always felt it. She let go completely but Torres kept something of himself back. Not today. Beth turned her head so she could see him. “Make me feel how angry you are.”

Torres shook his head. “I’ll hurt you.”

A rush of desire coursed through her. “I know. Hurt me, Torres, I won’t break.”

He pushed her head down into the desk. His hands fisted in her hair. And then he leaned down again. “Do you want to know how much it hurt that you didn’t believe me?” he asked against the small of her back. His voice was hoarse as he fought to keep control.

She tried to swallow but her throat was too dry. If she wanted to turn back, now was the time. She wanted him to let go but that meant being prepared to take whatever he gave her. “Yes.”

His head lowered to her ass. He licked the soft curve of the cheek. Beth shivered at the sensation of his hot breath cooling on her skin. His teeth grazed her skin, soft, his tongue delicately marking her. She moaned softly. “Like that?” he asked and then he sank his teeth into her, biting her hard. Her head shot up at the shock of his incisors cutting into her flesh. He pushed her head down to the desk again. The pain brought tears to her eyes. He bit her lip to keep from crying out. She wanted to tell him to stop but she wanted more. She needed more.

“Still want to see how angry I am?” His voice was dark. There was warning in his words but she wouldn’t let her mind register it.

“Yes,” she said again. She couldn’t say more because her voice would betray her by cracking. She was scared but she wanted him to keep going.

His finger ran down the seam between her legs. He dipped his finger into her. Her body clenched around his finger. “So wet,” he murmured as he withdrew his finger and traced a path up her. Her eyes flew open when his finger reached its final destination. No one had ever touched her there. Her body tensed. He rubbed her slowly until her muscles relaxed. He circled her slowly, with each sweep of his finger he got closer to the centre. And then his hand was there at the tight entrance of her body. She took in a sharp breath of air when he entered her. It didn’t hurt but she felt uncomfortably full. She pulled away, trying to escape the pressure but he held her in place. Slowly his finger pushed deeper into her. “Still want to know, Gatita?” He was asking, but there wasn’t really a question to be answered. He was going to do whatever he wanted with her body. The thought sent another surge of wetness between her legs.

“Show me.”

Torres grunted as he thrust into her. He pushed into her so deeply her cervix ached. Her body tensed, which only intensified the stabbing pain. Beth brought her hand to her mouth and bit into her index finger hoping that her brain could only register the searing pain in one location. But her attempts were in vain. He thrust into her again, his finger still fucking her ass as he rode her hard against the desk. The pain didn’t stop, if anything it grew stronger. Her eyes watered, it was too much: she couldn’t take it.

But she wanted it.

It took all her power not to scream out. Torres would stop, or maybe he wouldn’t. She didn’t want to find out either way. She needed this.

Her mind was blank: no thoughts, no feelings, only sensations. Everything was heightened, the feel of the cool wood on her cheek, the burning between thighs.

Torres’ hand stroked her clit. She knew from before what a gentle lover he could be, the way his tongue stroked her and his mouth made love to her. But this wasn’t like that. This wasn’t sweet or tender this was hard and fast. Before he had coaxed an orgasm from her, this time he was ripping it from her.

Pain and pleasure collided in her, confused her senses, she didn’t know where one started and the other ended, but she didn’t care. She closed her eyes and allowed her body to be claimed, her reason to be overwhelmed. She didn’t need control; she needed him.

Bright colours flashed behind her closed lids. Her thighs shook, she couldn’t stop the involuntary action or the way her hips bucked against him. An exquisite pressure built inside her, pushed higher by every thrust. Her breaths came in pants.

Somehow she was present enough not to moan or cry out as her climax built. Every time she needed to thrash and call his name, she concentrated on focusing the energy down but that made it feel even better and made her need to scream even greater. It was a vicious cycle, like a holding pattern of pleasure, taking her higher and higher. It was torture: a sweet unyielding torture.

And then she couldn’t keep it in any longer, a moan tore through her as her body shook and contracted around him.

With a final thrust, Torres climaxed, hot against her inner walls.

Beth’s hands were slick, her face burned, her body ached but she was completely satisfied. She was only vaguely aware of her panties being pulled up or her skirt being brought down. She wasn’t ready to move.

Torres pulled her down on his lap. He kissed her forehead. “Next time I’ll be gentle,” he promised, and no doubt he would be. She smiled at the thought of another time. Her sweet Torres was back, reappearing as quickly as he disappeared. She loved her sweet Torres; he was the one she ran to when the chips were down. He was the one who knew how she took her coffee and left her notes. But the other Torres made her lose herself, he challenged her and pushed her and fucked her until she screamed.

Lucky for her, she had had them both.

“You never let me get to the important part,” Torres said.

She shook her head. “If you add one more thing to the list of reasons I annoy you, I will crush your larynx like a Dixie cup. Black belt, remember?” To prove her point she laid both of her hands on his clavicles ready to strike.

Torres chucked. “How did I end up with such a feisty Gringa?”

“Its Karma for shooting people in the face.”

“That’s my kind of Karma.” He leaned down and kissed her. “Do you want to know the most annoying thing about you, the thing I really hate, the thing that made me drive hundreds of miles both directions?”

“Nope.” Beth shook her head.

“I knew you would.” He kissed her again. She loved the feel of his coarse beard against her face. “Ask me.”

“No, I’m not going to ask you. I can live my whole life quite happily not knowing what else bothers you about me. Trust me, the not pretty was enough.”

He held her face in his hand. “Beautiful. Don’t forget that part. You’re the most beautiful woman I have ever met and I will break the legs of anyone who says differently.”

Beth smiled. She knew she wasn’t beautiful but she felt beautiful when she was with him. She felt it in the way he looked at her and how he touched her. There was no doubt she was beautiful to him.

“Fine,” she sighed in exasperation. “Tell me.”

“Te amo, Gatita.” I love you. Torres kissed her cheek again.

Beth pushed away from him. She shook her head. “No. You don’t need to say that.”

Torres shrugged his shoulders. “Suit yourself. But I do. You are a complete pain in the ass but I love you.”

“Really?” She couldn’t even let herself begin to hope it.

“Yes really. You’re a big pain in the ass. Huge.” Torres stretched out his arms to demonstrate his point.

Beth slapped his chest with the back of her hand. “You know what I’m talking about.”

He grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of her knuckles. “I love you. Let’s not mention it too much because it’s still kind of a sore point. It still pisses me off. Life would be so much simpler if I didn’t. But I love you, Beth, completely.”

“Really?” Beth asked again.

“Woman, which part aren’t you getting?”

She raised her shoulders. “The whole thing is too much to process. It’s been a hard day.” God it had been a hard day. And then a weird day. And then an incredibly erotic day. No wonder she was struggling…

“Take your time to figure it out. I’ll be here, just loving you and being annoyed about it.”

She shook her head. “What is there to be annoyed about? I love you, and I have for a while and I am not annoyed about it. I’m a little scared,” she admitted. “No, I’m a lot scared, but I’m not annoyed.”

Torres gathered her against his chest. His strong heartbeat tapped against her. “Let’s not fight it. You be scared and I will be annoyed, as long as we still have great sex, I can work with that.”

Beth sighed. “OK.” She tried to relax but doubt niggled at her. “What are you saying, Torres? Are we dating now like officially? I should tell Patterson; he is my partner and in his mind that means getting to know who I’m sleeping with. And—”

Torres cut her off with a searing kiss. “I love your lists. So neurotic, my crazy, messy, scared woman.”

“Yes, yes, we have established that I annoy you.”

“Again with you missing the important point. I love your crazy. I missed your crazy. It is the reason I turned back today.”

“And here I was thinking, it was because I am amazing in bed.”

Torres smiled. “Oh you are, but that would only bring me back temporarily. Your crazy is what is keeping me here.”

Beth’s stomach did a flip. Was he saying what she thought he was saying? “Are you staying in Texas?”

Torres nodded. “Or, I might try California. That is where my very neurotic woman comes from. I’m thinking we should try that for a while.”

Beth smiled her heart was so full it ached. “Really, Torres? You want to go to Sacramento? Don’t get your hopes up. It’s not a pretty place. It is flat and smoggy.”

“I don’t care. If that’s where you are, that is where I am going to be. I love you, Beth. But it’s more than that. I don’t want to live without you. I can’t. I’m happy when I’m with you. I didn’t even realise how angry and bitter I was until I met you and I remembered how to feel again. I need you.”

Hot pressure built between her eyes. “I love you, Torres.”

He laughed. “I hope you learn to call me by my first name before we have kids, because that would just be weird. For them, not me, I love your crazy.”

Beth’s nose scrunched at the thought. “You want kids?”

“Turns out I do. What about you?”

Beth shifted so she could face him properly. He already knew she was crazy so she may as well lay it all out there. “Yes and no. In theory I would love a baby or four, but reality is a different beast. I don’t want to do it on my own. Not that I couldn’t. My mom did it and she was amazing. But that’s not what I want. I don’t want my kids to miss having a dad. I don’t want some guy making promises to them and then leaving.” She stopped. She felt so close to Torres now and she didn’t want to ruin it by showing the depths of her crazy.

Torres nodded. “I see. You don’t know if you can ever trust anyone enough to have children. You don’t trust me.”

Beth tensed, that is exactly what she was saying. She wished she wasn’t, but that was exactly what she was saying. “I’m sorry.”

Torres kissed the top of her head. “Don’t be sorry. Trust is earned. I’m here for the long hall, Gatita. I hope that one day you can trust me enough to know I am not going to leave or screw up like your dad, but if you don’t, that’s OK too, I will just keep loving you and being slightly annoyed about it.”

“Only slightly?” she asked optimistically. She could work with slightly annoyed.

“Great sex really takes the edge off it, good thing you’re good in bed.”

Beth smiled. “And on desks apparently.”

“I look forward to discovering all the other places you’re good. How much time do we have until Patterson gets worried and breaks down the door?”

She sighed as he kissed her neck. “That reminds me. What time is it? I need to go pick up my family from the airport. Do you want to meet them?” she asked without thinking. Maybe it was too soon for a family meet and greet. Torres had only just decided that he wanted to be part of her life.

“Of course I want to meet your family.”

Beth smiled. She wanted her family to meet Torres and she wanted him to be able to get to know her mom before she was completely destroyed by Alzheimer’s. She pushed the thought away. There would be a time to be sad about her mom’s future later. Today she was just going to be happy and loved. “I have to warn you my mom isn’t great at night. That is when her symptoms get worse. I wish you could see her in the morning.”

“Beth, I am going to wake up by your side every day for the rest of my life. I am sure I will get the opportunity to see your mom when she is on top form.”

“Really?” she asked just to be sure.

“You’re really going to have to stop checking I really mean everything I say. We got a lot of years ahead of us and that will get old quick.”

Beth took a deep cleansing breath. “You’re right. OK, this is me dialling back the crazy.”

“Don’t dial it back too far. I love your crazy.”

Beth smiled. “That’s good. ’Cause I’m having a hard time keeping the crazy in.”

“Just let it out,” he laughed.


Chapter Twenty

“Mom!” Beth squealed and waved frantically when she spotted her family in the arrivals lounge. She balanced Alejandra on her hip. The baby waved her own set of plastic keys.

Paige ran towards them. “Oh my God, that is the cutest baby I have ever seen. Oh Beth, I love her. Ooh want one.”

Beth laughed. “I know, I love her too. She is the sweetest baby ever. She never stops smiling, even in her sleep.”

Her mom reached out and kissed Beth’s cheek. Her mom’s hair was cut shorter than it had been at Christmas. It now barely reached her shoulders, but she still looked beautiful and youthful. “You watch her sleeping, you know what this means don’t you? That is the universe calling to you. She wants you to have a baby. There is a spirit waiting for you.”

Beth smiled. “Tell the universe, she got the wrong number.”

“OK Pretty Girl, only you know what is best for you. Well you and your higher self. Have you had your chakras cleansed?”

“Not lately, Mom. Maybe you could do that for me.” Beth didn’t believe in chakras or the universal life force but she believed in her mom. If her mom’s meditations and healings could make Beth half as wonderful as her mom, she would try them.

“How was your flight?”

Paige rolled her eyes. “Great. We nearly missed our flight. Mom couldn’t find her passport.”

Beth eyes narrowed. “Mom, you don’t need a passport to fly to Texas.”

“Exactly,” Paige said.

Ruth sighed. “And I don’t even have a passport. I just got a little confused.”

Beth touched her mom’s arm. “That’s OK, Mom. We all get a little confused sometimes. Tonight I couldn’t find my car keys. Turns out I had put them in the freezer. I don’t even know what I was doing in the freezer in the first place.”

“Getting ice cream,” her mom and sister said in unison.

“Yeah probably,” Beth admitted. “Did you check any luggage?”

Paige shook her head.

“OK great. I’m so glad you guys are here.” Beth could hardly contain her excitement. Neither of them had seen her house. And of course neither of them had met Torres.

Beth strapped Alejandra in her car seat. “So,” she began. “I have some news.”

“You’re answering the call of the universe and having a baby?” her mom guessed. There was a mischievous glint in her eye.

“No. I am on the pill so tell the universe to go ahead and call someone else.” Beth turned on her blinker.

“I was on the pill when I got pregnant with you.”

Beth’s head snapped in her mom’s direction. She nearly missed her exit. “Seriously, how did I not know that?”

“Because I never told you. I never wanted you to think you were unwanted. But you, Pretty Girl, were a surprise gift from the universe. Best present I ever got, once I decided not to give it back.”

Beth’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously, Mom. You didn’t want me?”

“As soon as I saw you I wanted you more than I had ever wanted anything in my life. You were the best friend that I never knew I wanted. The point I am making, Pretty Girl, is if you really don’t want the universe gifting you a child, use condoms too.”

Beth shook her head and smiled. “OK, I will keep that in mind.”

Paige leaned forward in her seat. “Does your hot Mexican guy use condoms? And what size are we talking?”

“Paige! There is a baby in the car.” Beth shot her sister an exasperated glance.

She could see Paige wink at her in the rear-view mirror. “Yes so this conversation would be entirely inappropriate if she understood anything we were saying. But she doesn’t, so is that a yes or a no to the condoms?”

“Seriously stop it. Or that will be her first word. My God can you imagine?”

Paige laughed. “Fine. What sort of prophylactics are you using?” Paige tickled the baby’s tummy. “You won’t be repeating that word will you? Oh no you won’t. Too many syllables, huh.”

Her family was certifiably insane. She adored them, but they were crazy. “Tonight we are having dinner with Torres. Please no talk of condom sizes or the history of vibrators or prophylactics of any description. And no trying to cleanse his chakras.” Beth shuddered at the thought.

“Now why do you think he needs his chakras cleansed? Do you feel there is a blockage?” her mother asked.

Beth shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea. But let’s leave them blocked if they are. He doesn’t need any more universal life force running through him.”

“I bet he doesn’t,” Paige said. “Not after what you told me.”

“Ooh what did she tell you?” her mom asked.

Beth held up her hand. “Y’all can talk about my sex life when I’m not around. But not in front of Torres. Or the baby!”

“Is he repressed?” Paige said sympathetically.

Beth rolled her eyes. “No he is not repressed. He’s…he’s…” Beth struggled to find the right word. ‘Complicated’ sprang to mind, but that would only invite questions from her family. “He is just Torres.”

“Ahh,” Paige said. “You love him. You do, admit it. You want us on our best behaviour so we don’t scare him off because you love him.”

Beth nodded. “I do. I really do. He is amazing. I hope you guys like him. I’m sure you will. Alejandra loves him.”

“That is a good sign,” Ruth interjected. “Cats and babies have a special intuition. But you know Beth it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks of him. It is your relationship, your life.”

Beth smiled. Her mom was speaking allegorically; the comment was about her dad. Normally Beth would be annoyed, but her mom was right. People had to decide for themselves what they wanted from life. Her mom, for whatever reason, wanted her dad. And Beth wanted Torres. Simple as that.

She couldn’t help smiling when she thought about Torres. He’d gone home this afternoon to shave and change his clothes. He had promised not to shave his head. He looked less scary with a bit of hair. But the new scar wasn’t doing him any favours in that department.

“We’re meeting him at seven at the Golden Dragon. Don’t worry, Mom, they don’t use MSG, I’ve checked.”

When they arrived at the restaurant, a table was ready for them near the front window. The waiter gave them tea while they waited for Torres.

“You did tell him seven, right?” Paige asked.

Beth nodded. She pulled out her phone to check he hadn’t messaged her since this afternoon when he texted that he loved her. She read the message for the nineteenth time and smiled. She already knew she would never delete the message.

It was already 8:15. Alejandra was snoring softly on her shoulder. “Let’s just order. He probably got held up at work.” It was a lie. He was going home and then straight here. He wasn’t going back to Mexico so there was no work to be holding him up. Beth wouldn’t let herself think the worst this time. She needed to break that cycle. Sometimes people were just late. There wasn’t necessarily anything sinister about being late.

Beth dialled his number but it went to voice mail. Her eyes narrowed.

“Don’t do that thing with your eyes, Beth, it wrinkles your forehead and you don’t make enough for botox.” Paige smiled sweetly.

Beth rubbed the deep ridge between her eyes. “Lucky my baby sister is going to be a wildly successful veterinarian. She will pay for all my fillers and botox.” Beth tried to smile but she was too distracted thinking about Torres.

The rest of the night Beth sat mainly in silence, listening to her sister talk, and periodically checking to make sure her phone was still switched on.

It was almost 10pm before they were home and Beth had tucked Alejandra away in her crib. Beth checked her house phone to make sure there were no messages from Torres.

Paige and her mom didn’t mention his absence. They both knew the subject was too raw to discuss. Beth scooped them all bowls of ice cream and went to sit in the living room and watch a movie.

Beth couldn’t focus. “You guys keep watching. I am going to hit the sack.”

“OK Pretty Girl, good night. I love you.”

“I love you too, Mom. Night Paige, I love you. I’m glad you guys are here.”

Beth sat on her bed. She dialled Torres’ number and it went to voice mail again.

Shit. Where was he? Beth dialled another number. “I need a favour,” she said when Patterson picked up.

“Sure, California. What’s up? Are you OK?” The concern in his voice almost made her stop. She couldn’t handle Patterson being nice right now. Things would run so much more smoothly if he would throw in a sexist remark.

“Have you heard from Torres?”

“No. Total radio silence. What’s up?”

Beth took a deep breath. “I can’t find him. I just need to know he is OK.”

“Are you asking as the head of the Treintas task force or as his girlfriend?”

Beth closed her eyes. “Just find him please. I’m asking you to do this as my friend. Please don’t tell anyone.” It was bad enough that everyone in her office knew she was sleeping with him, she didn’t need them to know she was the pathetic woman getting stood up by him too.

“Sure. Beth.” Patterson paused. He was using her first name again. She hated when he did that; it blurred the lines too much. “I’m not telling you I told you so—”

“But what? You told me? I was warned? I should have known better?” She cut him off.

“No, shit. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just trying to say that I’m worried about you. Look, I’ll find the asshole. What you do with him after that is your business. But Beth…I’m just worried.”

“Thanks, Patterson.”

Beth put down the phone and waited for Patterson to call back.

The minutes stretched into hours. Beth stared at the ceiling, tracing a small crack in the crown moulding. The entire house was asleep. Soon it would be time for Beth to wake up and start the day again. Another day without Torres.

A 4:58 the phone rang.

“Torres?” She jumped out of bed when she heard the phone ring.

“No.” It was Patterson’s deep voice on the other end of the line. “It’s me.”

“Is he alive?” Beth held her breath. That was all she needed to know, anything beyond that was a bonus.

“Yeah he is alive. Well he was as of 9:32pm. We have surveillance of him crossing over the World Trade Bridge. He’s in Mexico, can’t tell you the exact city, I would have to make some calls to the guys in Mexico City.”

Beth shook her head. It didn’t make sense. “Are you sure it was him?”

“Not many people look like Torres. And now that his face is slashed he is real easy to pick up on surveillance.”

Beth couldn’t breathe. Something was crushing her chest, choking her. She sucked in air. This couldn’t be happening. He wouldn’t just leave. Not after everything. Not after today. He couldn’t leave.

“Thomson, you there?”

Beth swallowed. “Yeah.”

“There’s one more thing. His apartment has been cleared out. Nothing there. He’s not planning on coming back.”

Beth shook her head. Patterson didn’t know that. There was no way to know what was happening.

“Beth, you there?”

She couldn’t say anything. The world was black. Her body felt numb. He couldn’t just leave. Torres couldn’t leave. He loved her. Her leg buckled.

“Jesus Christ. I told you he was an asshole. Shit, Beth, look, stay there. I’m coming over.”

“No. No, I need to be alone.” The phone dropped from between her fingers. She bent down to get it and the realisation that she might never see Torres again hit her like a semi, taking the air from her lungs. She dropped to her knees. “Oh God,” she said and started to cry.


Chapter Twenty-One

Beth stretched her arms above her head and squinted to see the alarm clock on her bedside table: 7:23. There was a brief moment where she had a niggling feeling she was upset but she could not remember why.

And then it broadsided her.

Torres was gone. The realisation sucked the air from her lungs. Her chest ached. Her eyes burned. He was gone. She couldn’t think about it without wanting to cry but she couldn’t stop her mind from going back to their last time together in her office. Was it an act? Did he set out to intentionally deceive her, to hurt her as much as she hurt him? No it couldn’t be that. She wouldn’t believe he could be that cruel. He couldn’t have faked it, what he made her feel. He loved her, in those moments he did. She knew it with the same certainty she knew she loved him.

He just changed his mind. Simple as that. People do it all the time. She closed her eyes and let another wave of pain hit her.

He changed his mind. She repeated it over and over in her mind.

She took a deep breath. She would get over this like she got over everything. She would pretend it didn’t hurt until it really didn’t hurt any more. Someday it would stop hurting.

She pushed the thick white duvet off her legs. She was still wearing her clothes from the day before. There were still traces of him on her, in her. She pushed the thought away. She needed a shower. Maybe she could wash away the memory of him as easily as she could wash away his scent.

But first she would check on the baby. She carefully opened the door to Alejandra’s room in case she was still asleep.

There was no need to tiptoe: Alejandra was awake, sitting with her mom in the rocker beside the window, reading a book.

Alejandra’s face brightened when she saw Beth. She reached up with her small arms. Beth smiled as she scooped her up and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Good morning, Pretty Girl.”

“She is a pretty girl. Just like my Pretty Girl,” Ruth said.

“Morning, Mom. How did you sleep?”

Ruth put down the book she was reading. “Better than you.” She rubbed Beth’s cheek.

Beth squeezed her eyes shut to keep from crying again. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not,” her mom said softly.

Beth shook her head. “No, I’m not. But I will be.”

Ruth nodded. “Yes you will. You will be just fine. You’re my strong girl. No matter what happens you bounce back. You remind me of a tree, you bend when the wind gets too strong, but you never break. You will right yourself again. You’re going to be fine.”

Beth nodded. She didn’t feel fine. She felt like she had already snapped. “It hurts, Mama. It really hurts.” Her voice cracked. She closed her eyes again but a single tear slid down her cheek.

“I know, Pretty Girl. If I could take it all away I would.”

She squeezed her lids together tighter. Her mom could take away some of the pain. She could move here, she could choose her over her dad. She wanted to ask but the words would not come out. She couldn’t bear if her mom chose to stay in California. She couldn’t have another person walk away. She really would break.

“Tell me,” her mom said. “Your face always gives you away.”

Beth bit into her lip to keep it from trembling. Torres said the same thing about her. “I need you. I need you here.”

Ruth wrapped her arms around Beth and Alejandra. “No, Beth you don’t.”

“I do. I really do. Pick me. Love me more than dad…pick me.” Her voice broke off as a sob tore through her.

“Oh no, honey.” Ruth rubbed her back. “Is that what you think? You think I am staying in California because I love your dad more than I love you?” Ruth pulled away. “Look at me. There is no one I love in this word more than you and your sister. You two are my world. You’re all I need.”

Beth shook her head. “Then move here. I can’t move home. I’m not done. My job here isn’t done. There is a very bad man on the loose and I can stop him. I thought I could just walk away, but I can’t. I need to finish what I started.”

Ruth smiled. “Of course you do. I never doubt that. You set a goal and you always achieve it no matter how long it takes. Long after everyone has given up, you just keep plodding along until you get there. Have I ever told you how much I admire you?”

“You’re going to make me cry.”

“Too late,” her mom laughed as she wiped a tear away.

“Move here. Please.”

Ruth dropped her hand. “I can’t. I can’t do that to you, Beth. I’m sick. I want to pretend that I’m going to get better but every day it is getting worse. I see it but I can’t stop it. I don’t want you to have to watch me get sick. I don’t want to be that person. I want to keep being your mom. I can’t do that here… If I was here…you would have to see me…die.”

Beth took in a sharp breath. The pain of the word hit like an acute stab between her ribs. “No,” she whimpered.

“Yes, Pretty Girl. I’m going to die. We all are. But I don’t want you to see me deteriorate. I don’t want you to be burdened with me.”

Beth shook her head. “You will never be a burden,” she said adamantly. “I want to take care of you, Mom. I want you here. I need you here.” Her knees went slack. She put Alejandra on the floor with some soft blocks so she would not drop her. “I want all the time I can get with you. And…when…when you do go, I want to be by your side. Please Mama, let me take care of you.”

Ruth swallowed hard. “I won’t even know you at the end.”

Beth reached up and wrapped her arms around her mom. “I know, Mama. But I’ll know you. I’ll always know you. Let me take care of you. I need you.”

“I don’t want to be a burden. I don’t want you to resent me and ruin the memory of who I was. I’m the mom, I am the one who should be doing the caretaking.”

“You did. You did, for so long, Mama. Now it’s my turn. Please let me take care of you. Please give me this time with you. I need you.” She buried her head in the curve of her mother’s neck.

Her mom gently rubbed her back, the way she did when she was little. She would sing to her and rub her back as she drifted off to sleep. The memory played in her mind, wrapped in longing and sadness. Those were times she would never get back and she wanted so badly to rewind the clock to a simpler time when her mom was invincible and there was no safer place than her soft arms.

“Of course, Pretty Girl, I will stay with you forever. I will always pick you. I always have. Please don’t forget that. Soon, I won’t be able to remind you so I need you to remember for both of us. Know how much you are loved. Know how special you are. Know there was never a choice, it was always you.”

Beth nodded. “Thank you, Mama. Thank you.” Beth held her tighter. She needed this moment to go on a little longer. She felt safe again. It was an illusion, just another lie she told herself, but she would happily let herself believe.

If only for a moment, she felt whole again.
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