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I’m a fighter who can adapt to my surroundings.
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Canelo Alvarez

~
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Regarding Mexican names: It is the custom in Mexico to use two surnames. The first is from the father’s family and is always used. The second surname is the name of the mother’s father. The second is sometimes dropped in conversation and/or to shorten the name in keeping with American and European naming conventions.

Conversion rate: For the purposes of this novel, $US1.00 = 10 Mexican pesos.

Spanish words: A glossary of Spanish words and terms commonly used in the Detective Emilia Cruz series is included at the end of this book. 
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​​Dedication

Barracuda Bay is dedicated to the memory of my mother Jean.

Forever Emilia Cruz’s biggest fan.
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PROLOGUE
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He swaggered in like he owned the place. The diamond embedded in the gun’s grip was tight against his hand.

His target scooted her chair away from the table. Eyes wide with fear. Made a little gasping sound. Hands up. Pink nail polish. 

Bam, bam and it was done, pretty as a picture. 

The woman sort of collapsed in on herself. Chin flopped onto her chest. Hands dropped into her lap, red and slick. Shoulders slumped. She slid down like a rag doll but didn’t fall out of the chair.

A man was seated at the table, wearing a nice suit right out of a magazine. Nodded to say the deed was done.

They’d been having a party. Tablecloth and napkins and real china plates. High above, a fancy chandelier like in an opera house with somebody about to sing nonsense real loud. Not her, of course, unless she came back to life. 

He imagined the video game. Screen all black until the assassin comes in, shoots the target, she turns into a zombie and he has to shoot her over and over to rack up the score. 

It would be even better if the woman came back to life as a different person each time. Different enemies. Different targets.

​Bam, bam. Bam, bam.

The crazy game idea collided with the adrenaline flooding his body. His vision went swimmy and he started to laugh uncontrollably. The gales of laughter sent him staggering, gun still in his hand like an extension of his body.

The man in the suit watched him. 

Eventually the laughter ran out of fuel. He remembered that the clock was ticking and the instructions he’d been given.

Still holding the gun, he went over to the dead woman and used his elbow to shove her head against the back of the chair. There was a fancy sparkler on her left hand. It came off easily, her finger lubricated with blood. 

“That’s mine,” the suit said.
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CHAPTER 1
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In the days to come, Emilia Cruz Encinos would remember that golden morning. If only she’d been able to bottle it, like a secret elixir of courage when she was on the run and alone and frightened.

Emilia had returned home last night from a 3-week assignment in Chilpancingo to the penthouse she shared with Kurt Rucker in the Palacio Real hotel, which he managed. They’d shut out the world and celebrated the way lovers do after too long apart. 

While most of their reunion festivities took place in the bedroom and the shower, they had spared ten minutes to plan a Christmas trip to New York to break the news of their engagement to Kurt’s parents. It would be Emilia’s first trip out of Mexico.

Now it was noon and they were on the way downtown. The SUV sped along the Carretera Escénica toward central Acapulco and their appointment in the Colonia Progreso neighborhood on the other side of the bay.

As Kurt drove, the road unspooled like a gray ribbon, hugging the mountain that guarded the city. To the left, sunshine gilded the leading edges of the ocean waves lapping at the shore. A rim of deep blue indicated the horizon. 

It was a view Emilia never tired of seeing.

Sunday traffic was light as they passed the sign for the Las Brisas resort, where lavender-pink jeeps ferried guests to their casitas. To make the day even more perfect, a favorite Maná song was playing on the car stereo.

Emilia pulled on her sunglasses, feeling sexy and elegant in a new midriff-baring top with skimpy straps that the salesgirl had called a bralette. She’d paired it with high heeled sandals and a flaring black and white skirt that fell to just above her ankles. The perfect outfit for a leisurely real estate tour followed by dinner at Acapulco’s trendiest restaurant, a tapas bar called Madrid.

Her engagement ring caught the sun as she turned her hand to play with the ovals of light that bounced off the dashboard, reflecting the shape of the center stone. She never wore the ring to work, when on any given day she could be scraping dead gangbangers off the sidewalk in the El Roble neighborhood or wrestling drug-addled suspects into handcuffs in front of the Fuerte de San Diego fortress.

Today, the deep red ruby matched her lipstick. 

As soon as they completed all the paperwork, hers for the police department and Kurt’s for permanent expatriate resident status, they could get serious about planning the wedding. 

Hopefully in May, seven months away, she would become Señora Emilia Cruz de Rucker, dropping her mother’s name of Encinos, as was the custom.

Of course in the squadroom she’d still be Detective Emilia Cruz of the Acapulco police department. 

Acapulco’s sugary white skyline took shape in the distance, heralded by a phalanx of billboards advertising candidates for mayor on either side of the highway. Enormous faces loomed over cars traveling in both directions.

“When did all these billboards go up?” Emilia asked. “I don’t recall there being so many.”

“I heard this is the most expensive mayoral race in Acapulco’s history.” Sunshine caught Kurt’s profile as he drove, turning blonde hair to spun gold and throwing shadows across the dark blue polo shirt hugging his toned torso. Sometimes, Emilia’s heart clenched just to look at him.

“Where did you hear that?” she asked.

“Last hotel association meeting. No one has seen a campaign like this.”

In addition to managing the Palacio Real hotel, Kurt was the current president of the Acapulco Hotel Association, an expert in high threat area hospitality, a dedicated triathlete and a reluctant member of the mayor’s committee exploring the possibility of Acapulco hosting a Summer Olympics.

Although five candidates were running for mayor, the election was really between incumbent Carlota Montoya Perez and Nadio Vallejo Loy, a businessman who’d made a fortune putting up cell phone towers across the state of Guerrero. The man for the job! was his signature slogan. It was a dig at Acapulco’s first female mayor as well as a reminder of the way violent crime had skyrocketed during Carlota’s tenure.

Carlota was popular but Vallejo Loy had plenty of ammunition to throw at her re-election campaign, ammunition that no amount of recycling schemes or potential Olympic glory could blunt.

Elections were the reason why Emilia had been working non-stop for a month, the same as every other cop across the state of Guerrero. Voting for city officials had become a flashpoint for violence, with candidates murdered and their families terrorized by cartel gangs. 

Things were so bad that municipal elections across the state had been rescheduled. Instead of all localities going to the polls on the same day, elections in the state’s major cities were staggered throughout the last half of an election year. The goal was to send flying squads of police officers from across the state to whichever city was holding elections. Emilia had been assigned to a squad on loan to the Chilpancingo police to manage elections there.

With that vote over, it was time to swing into high gear for the home team. Acapulco’s vote was coming up in mid-November, just a few short weeks away. 

They had just passed the southern end of the park bordering Playa Icacos when traffic ground to a halt. Four car lengths ahead, the statue of Diana the Huntress presided over the traffic circle poised like a referee between beach access and a maze of concentric half-circle streets. 

Mexican flags and yellow banners came into sight, passing in front of the base of the statue, held high enough to be seen above the roofs of the stalled cars. Lively mariachi music poured in, along with the chants of many voices.

“Another rally for Carlota,” Emilia said, recognizing the distinctive yellow color used by the mayor’s campaign. 

Dozens of teens in yellow tees and ball caps swarmed the line of stopped cars as a five piece mariachi band strolled down the center of the highway between the opposing lanes. The yellow tee shirts chanted the mayor’s name as they slipped flyers under windshield wipers. CAR-LOH-TAH, CAR-LOH-TAH! 

Kurt slid his window down, plucked the flyer off the glass, and handed it to Emilia.

Traffic started up again, the mariachi music gradually fading. Emilia idly looked at the slickly produced brochure plastered with color photos of Carlota presiding over a meeting, making a speech, leaving a bottle in one of Acapulco’s new recycling receptacles, and donating schoolbooks to a room full of children. Once upon a time, Emilia had voted for Carlota because she was the most exciting politician in Acapulco. But as the violence skyrocketed, Carlota’s continued popularity felt false. The bid to host a Summer Olympics felt more like a gimmick to distract than a policy to lift the city out of trouble.

Perhaps Vallejo Loy was the more sensible choice. He wanted to reduce gang activity by keeping kids in school, improve training programs and offer tax incentives to revitalize Acapulco’s business sector.

They passed the huge Parque Papagayo, turning right toward the Colonia Progreso neighborhood. The ocean was at their back now, slowly disappearing from view as they drove deeper into the residential area. 

Colonia Progreso was a hilly mosaic of ochre, amber, and cherry stucco against the bright blue sky. Emilia liked this neighborhood with its undulating streets. Clustered closer together than in more modern parts of the city, houses were large and well-tended. Jacaranda trees bloomed blue and purple inside wrought iron gates. Pots of red geraniums and waxy lemon trees studded porches and patios. 

While the tight architecture meant that Colonia Progreso lacked the airy spaciousness of the more famous Las Brisas neighborhood on the east side of the bay, the elevation gave most houses a rooftop view of the ocean. 

“This is it,” Emilia said as they approached a street corner dominated by massive gray walls topped with jagged shards of glass.

Casa de Plata.

House of Silver.

“Battleship meets Luis Barragán,” Kurt observed.

They passed through open metal gates into an expansive courtyard. Two other vehicles were already there. Emilia recognized one as belonging to her former partner and current boss, Franco Silvio. The other was a sporty German model that was much newer and much, much more expensive than Silvio’s battered official sedan.

Kurt cut the engine and leaned across the console. Emilia met his kiss halfway, her hand stroking the hard line of his jaw, regretting that they had to pop the private bubble of bliss they’d been in since last night.

“Hold onto that thought for later,” Kurt said softly as they eased apart.

Her heart gave a happy flutter at the way he could read her mind. 

They made their way across the courtyard to where Silvio and Emilia’s best friend Mercedes Sandoval were waiting in front of Casa de Plata’s massive two-story entrance. To Emilia’s surprise, the ex-heavyweight boxer had shed his usual white tee and granite-jawed scowl for a black polo shirt and a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses. Next to him, Mercedes glowed with happiness in a strapless pink sundress that swirled around her ankles in the breeze. Brown hair tumbled over one shoulder.

“You look gorgeous,” Emilia murmured as she and Mercedes exchanged kisses. “Are you really ready to move in together?”

“I’m more than ready.” Mercedes smiled and stepped back, holding Emilia at arm’s length to admire the full skirt and skimpy bralette top. “You look very sexy, chica.”

Before Emilia could reply, Silvio cut in and gave her a clumsy buss on the cheek. “Rayos, Cruz. Heard you didn’t fuck up in Chilpancingo. Don’t wear that shirt in the office.”

“Nice to see you, too.” Emilia couldn’t help smiling as he caught Mercedes’s hand in his big paw. Silvio drove Emilia loco most of the time, but he was finally in a good place after his wife’s murder two years ago.

Kurt came to stand next to Emilia. His eyes roamed over the massive gray building’s stained and cracked facade. “This place could be amazing, Franco. But you weren’t kidding when you said it needed work.”

Once a famous architectural gem in the style of famed Mexican architect Luis Barragán, Casa de Plata was a two-story monolith of horizontal lines edged with the remnants of a tile frieze depicting the flota de plata, the treasure ships hauling New World treasure to Spain. Housing four apartments, two up and two down, the building had been abandoned for years. 

Most recently, a federale unit operating undercover as the police department’s Financial Crimes unit had used the abandoned property for an operation targeting a drug distribution network run by fugitive druglord Diego Barrielos Luna. Emilia had played a small and unhappy role in the operation. She could do without encountering federale lieutenant Vicente Campos and his double-dealing fake accountants ever again.

Not much had changed since the federale operation. In front of the two-story entrance, a bronze galleon sailed over a giant cement fountain lined with bird droppings and scraps of dry palm fronds. Broken windows, crumbling stucco, and tears of rust cried out for repairs.

Despite its dilapidated state, Casa de Plata was a smart investment for someone who believed that Acapulco was still a good place to live. Properties in Colonia Progreso were holding value compared to other neighborhoods. Plus, the extra apartments offered not only rental potential but space for Mercedes to have a private dance studio.

Silvio could afford both the purchase price and the upgrades thanks to a duffel bag of money he had liberated from a crooked Russian diplomat, some of which had already provided Emilia with a new car and a home for her mother. He simply needed a cover story to avoid inevitable questions about buying and refurbishing a huge property in pricey Colonia Progreso on a police lieutenant’s relatively modest salary.

That’s how Emilia found herself, along with Kurt and Silvio and Mercedes, partners in a real estate scheme financed by Russian money and propped up by Kurt’s undeniable affluence and unassailable standing in the expatriate community. With Kurt Rucker’s name on the dotted line next to Silvio’s, no one would question the purchase.

The front door opened and a stylishly slim man emerged, holding a sheaf of brochures. “Are we ready?” he asked.

Silvio made the introductions. Felipe Hernandez was from Metro Properties, the listing agent for the property. Shoulder-length hair waved back from a high forehead combined with skinny distressed jeans, blue shirt with an elongated collar and a plaid blazer to make him resemble a Zara shopper looking for the sale rack. Everything fit him like a coat of latex paint. 

“I think you’ll be very impressed.” Hernandez eagerly distributed brochures featuring a computer-rendered image of Casa de Plata as a glorious mid-century showplace. Palm trees framed the building, blue water gushed out of the fountain and sun slanted across a paler shade of gray stucco. Tiny Spanish galleons sailed bravely across the bands of mosaic edging the roofline and balconies, carrying their loads of silver to captivated real estate shoppers. “Shall we start the tour?”

He ushered them in and flipped a switch. 

Emilia nearly gasped at the dramatic change since she was there with the federale operation. Not only was there electricity, but the curtains of cobwebs and layers of dusty grime were gone. The place had been repainted and moldy furniture removed.

Two stories above, an enormous sputnik-style brass chandelier burst into life, casting a dazzling pattern against creamy walls. A massive stairway rose from the terrazzo floor and divided halfway to the second floor. Open circles of wrought iron created a unique banister that married mid-century modern design and traditional Mexican craftsmanship. The marble floor shone. 

Silvio caught Emilia’s eye; he’d been there before as well.

“This is amazing,” Mercedes breathed. 

The first apartment they toured was on the west side of the foyer. It was empty and clean, making the cracked stucco and broken windows even more obvious.

“The floors are still in good shape,” Kurt remarked to Silvio as they passed through to the dining room. 

Emilia trailed the group, seeing the empty rooms through the lens of the recent past. Would the upstairs be as clean? That’s where she’d found a packet of money intended for a snitch who worked for Rafa Gamboa, a deep cover federale agent.

And her brother.

“The two sides of Casa de Plata are mirror images of each other,” Hernandez said as he relocked the apartment door and led them across the dramatic foyer to the apartment on the other side. The real estate agent had a habit of flicking his head so that the long hair stayed out of his eyes. “You’ll see how this layout is exactly the same, only reversed, when we see the apartment on the other side.”

He ushered them into a living room in the second apartment that was, as promised, a mirror image of the other layout. 

“This is almost move-in ready,” Mercedes marveled. 

Emilia had to agree. Glass twinkled in the living room windows. The stucco had a few cracks, but nothing like the chipping and flaking in the other apartment. 

Help me. 

The sound was no more than a breathy vibration. 

Help me.

“Did you hear that?” Emilia gasped. 

“Hear what?” Kurt asked.

“I heard a voice.” Emilia looked around, expecting to see someone else in the room besides their group. 

With another twitch of his head to keep his hair in place, Hernandez held up his ring of keys. “No one else is here, I can assure you.”

“Of course.” Emilia gave herself a mental shake. If she was hearing things, it was because she was exhausted from the nonstop work in Chilpancingo and exuberant reunion with Kurt. 

“Shall we continue?” Hernandez asked brightly and opened the door to the dining room, releasing a gust of foul air.

“Wait,” Silvio said and kept Mercedes from following the realtor.

“A new water pump will—.” Hernandez stopped talking. The brochures cascaded to the floor as his hands went to his mouth. He screamed, releasing a feral pitch that reverberated off the hard stucco. 

Silvio pushed the realtor aside as the rest of the group came through the doorway. 

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia exclaimed. 

Kurt said something in English that she didn’t catch.

Mercedes gave a gasping cry.

“She’s dead.” Hernandez screamed again and again. His keening was primal and panicked. “She’s dead. Do you see that? She’s dead.”

“Call it in,” Silvio barked as he hustled both the realtor and Mercedes out of the room.

Emilia fumbled in her purse for her cell phone, unable to take her eyes off the gruesome scene in the dining room.

A halo of flies writhed around the body of a woman slumped in an armchair positioned several feet away from a massive mahogany table. The woman’s eyes were closed, long lashes making a dark halo on high cheekbones as if she was asleep with her chin resting on one shoulder.

She looked to be in her late 20s, with glossy light brown hair pulled into a sleek ponytail, the same hairstyle as Emilia. Plum-colored lipstick and small gold earrings completed her ensemble.

The bodice of her silky blouse was soaked with blood. More stained both hands lying palms up in her lap. Blood had leached into the thighs of her cream colored trousers. 

The smell of death was musty and acidic at the same time. The feasting flies made a hideous drone.

“I know her,” Kurt said.

Emilia froze, cell phone in hand. “What?”

“I know her,” Kurt repeated, making an obvious effort to control his voice. “I met her at the opening of the new consulate a few months ago.”

“Who is she?”

“Her name is Monica Montoya,” Kurt said. “She’s Carlota’s sister.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Doctor Antonio Prade, the coroner who ran Acapulco’s morgue, lifted the sheet shrouding the body on the examination table to expose the face and torso of the woman from Casa de Plata. She still wore the bloody clothing she’d died in.

In their finery, mayor Carlota Montoya Perez and her escort Victor Obregon, head of the police union for the state of Guerrero, were out of place in the morgue’s examination room with its floor drains and banks of stainless steel body drawers. Apparently, the call had caught them as they were heading to some glamorous campaign fundraiser.

Beautifully ageless, Carlota wore a silver lame evening gown that was apparently held up by magic. Her jet-black hair was swept into a low chignon that showed off dangly diamond earrings that Emilia was sure were genuine. Obregon was in a tuxedo, the severe cut accentuating his hawk-like features and dark hooded eyes.

Emilia fought both nausea and a sense of claustrophobia.

The air was heavily scented with the morgue’s signature miasma of intestinal offal, chemical preservatives and lavender Fabuloso cleaner. The noxious smells were exaggerated by the crush of too many bodies occupying too little space and trying very hard not to be sick.

Besides Emilia and Silvio, Carlota and Obregon and Prade, Chief of Police Rodrigo Salazar loomed over the proceedings to formally identify the body, knocking elbows with Enrique Santibañez, Carlota’s chief of staff who was a testy, bossy man.

“Yes,” Carlota said faintly, then again more strongly. “Yes. That is my half-sister, Monica Montoya Alvarez.”

For a long moment, no one spoke. Carlota stayed rooted in place, a small silver purse dangling from her left wrist. 

Emilia had to give Silvio credit for immediately calling Chief Salazar. Now that he was a lieutenant, the big ex-heavyweight champ often showed a surprising flash of political acuity. Of course, neither had any idea what would now happen to the plan to purchase Casa de Plata, which had just become the most politically sensitive crime scene in Acapulco history.

Carlota stayed motionless by the body. Shoulders slumped, head bowed, eyes closed, one hand on the sheet at her sister’s waist as if saying a silent prayer.

Santibañez snapped her photo with a cell phone, then leaned to the side to capture a different angle. Click, click, click.

Emilia’s blood boiled. The man was a ghoul. 

“Please, I’ve seen enough.” Carlota straightened and directed her attention to Prade. “What have you found out?”

Prade gestured to his assistant to cover the body. “Your sister was shot twice and would have died instantly. Moreover, she was holding her hands up like this.” He held both hands at chest level, palms out. “Each bullet went through a hand before entering the chest.”

“Shot through both hands?” Obregon asked skeptically.

“Yes, exactly.”

“Let me see.” The order was brusque. Obregon was a man accustomed to being obeyed.

The dead woman’s body was revealed again. 

Prade raised the right hand over her chest, palm out, holding it over a hole above her right breast. “It looks like she held out both hands in front of herself, six or seven inches from her chest. Two bullets, each one passing through a raised hand before entering the chest and killing her.” 

Positioned that way, the hole in the hand aligned perfectly with the hole in her chest, inches from an identical hole on her left side that would have stopped her heart. 

Emilia and Silvio exchanged a look. She knew what he was thinking because she had the same thought. Was shooting through hands some sort of killer signature?

Prade gently lowered the hand and covered the body again. “She was shot at close range with both hands raised as if in defense,” he said. “From the trajectory, I estimate she was seated and directly facing her killer.”

“The crime scene tech teams are at the scene now, señora,” Silvio said. “We’ll have more information in a few hours.”

Obregon opened the door and escorted Carlota into the hallway, Santibañez at her heels. Chief Salazar motioned to Emilia and Silvio to follow. 

Once they were clustered outside the examination room, Chief Salazar cleared his throat. “Señora, the police department would like to offer condolences. I’m putting the homicide unit at your disposal.”

The chief reminded Emilia of pictures of old Spanish dons: a narrow face, hawk-like nose, bald head like a shiny brown egg emerging from his ornate police uniform. He was not a fan of females in his department. Emilia’s bralette top would be another mark in his book against her.

“Monica’s mother needs to be told,” Carlota said. 

Obregon’s hawk-like stare slid to Emilia and Silvio. “Lieutenant Silvio and Detective Cruz discovered the body. Send them.”

“Por Dios, that vampire Victoria will accuse me of disrespect.” Carlota squared her shoulders but her eyes were suspiciously dewy. “Rodrigo, I’d like you to go. Take Hector Placido. As campaign manager he is . . . was Monica’s boss.”

“Of course,” Salazar said.

Carlota turned to Santibañez. “Prepare a statement for the press. Send it out first thing in the morning. This will give us all a little time to cope. Let everyone know I’ll be doing a press conference tomorrow afternoon.”

“With her mother?”

“Absolutely not. No, just me. I’ll do it from my office. Put a picture of Monica on the desk next to me. We'll dedicate our election victory to her.”

Emilia watched Carlota rattle off decisions, both awed and repulsed by the swift transition from grief to public relations planning. 

Santibañez bobbed his head. “Of course, señora. I’ll get that arranged for tomorrow afternoon.” 

Carlota rounded on Salazar. “How long before you catch my sister’s murderer?”

“Señora, I can hardly say now—.”

“Who has the best record in your department?”

Salazar blinked. “Señora, be assured we will have—.”

“Detective Cruz has an excellent record,” Obregon interrupted silkily. “Given that she and Lieutenant Silvio discovered Monica’s body, they probably have several leads already.” 

Carlota swung around as if noticing the two detectives for the first time. “Yes, excellent. I want you two handling this investigation. Find out who did this to my sister.”

Before either Emilia or Silvio could speak, Salazar replied with a tight-lipped nod. “Of course, señora. If that’s what you want.”

Carlota stabbed a finger in the air at Salazar, anger finally breaking through her elegant facade. “I want to know what’s going on each and every day until you arrest whoever is responsible. And I will be the first to know when you do.”

“Daily briefings,” Santibañez declared.

“The full resources of the police department, Rodrigo.” Carlota’s voice rose in volume and intensity. “Monica was my family. Do you understand? Family!”

She and Obregon swept out a minute later, Santibañez following like a tugboat bobbing in the wake of a luxury ocean liner. 

As soon as they were gone, it was suddenly easier to breathe, although Chief Salazar pointed to Silvio. “Lieutenant, you’re with me. We’ll collect Placido on the way but I want the mother to see who’s leading the investigation.”

He gave Emilia’s bralette top and full skirt a pointed look of disdain, then turned on his heel and marched toward the exit, skirting the trio of elderly women mopping the floor.

“Stay here for the autopsy,” Silvio murmured to her. “Call Dispatch for a squad car back to the squadroom when you’re done.”

“I’ll meet you there,” Emilia said. 

She watched him pass the row of big metal carts flanking one side of the corridor, black body bags stacked three high. The dead waiting to be processed. 

Monica Montoya Alvarez had jumped to the head of the line. Even dead, it paid to have connections.

Emilia donned one of Prade’s threadbare lab coats over her cherished outfit and watched Prade poke and prod Monica Montoya’s flaccid body.

“Shreds of pork fat and bits of almond are caught between Monica’s back molars,” Prade announced for the benefit of the recording equipment in the room. “Olive oil on the thumb and forefinger of the right hand. Blood smears interrupt the blood pattern on both the ring and pinky fingers of the left hand, suggesting contact with an object after the shooting.”

Emilia looked away as he proceeded to open the body. Her stomach was empty but it still took force of will not to gag. It wasn’t so much the smell, which was lessened by both her mask and the eye-watering smell of disinfectant, but the sounds. Ribs cracking. The buzz of Prade’s electric saw. Slithering, goopy sounds of entrails being slopped into a bowl.

“Well, what have we here?” Prade sounded intrigued. “Emilia, you should see this. The stomach contents are completely undigested. I can smell the champagne. Death occurred within minutes of eating.”

“Eating?” Emilia’s stomach gave a lurch of protest at the mention of food in such a fetid atmosphere. “But there wasn’t any food at the scene.”

“I can only tell you what the body shows me, Emilia.”

By the time the body was stitched back together and secured in a closed stainless steel drawer, the preliminary laboratory report was ready. Prade took Emilia into his office down the hall to review it.

Monica Montoya had eaten mushrooms, cheese, eggs, flour, lard, olives, potatoes, almonds, shrimp, and sausage. The food was accompanied by champagne, but so recently that the alcohol wasn’t yet in her bloodstream. Time of death was estimated to be between nine o’clock and midnight of the day before.

“Tapas,” Emilia muttered to herself. She glanced up from the tablet displaying the results. “Mushroom tarts. Potato and chorizo puffs. Spiced olives. That’s how she got olive oil on her fingers.” She mimed picking up an olive with thumb and forefinger.

This wasn’t the first time she’d sat in Prade’s cluttered office in the morgue, drinking tea and paging through autopsy reports. Over the years Emilia had come to know him fairly well, largely because he treated her as respectfully as he treated male detectives. Moreover, Prade knew about the list of missing women Emilia kept that she called Las Perdidas—The Lost Ones. He always let her know if an unidentified female passed through the morgue.

“Tapas,” Prade repeated and removed his lab coat, revealing an equally threadbare pair of jeans and a plaid flannel shirt. “Yes, that makes sense.” 

Emilia put down the tablet, completely baffled. “Carlota’s sister was eating tapas and drinking champagne in a locked and empty apartment building that’s for sale. Someone comes in and shoots her. Then takes all the food away.”

“You’ve solved cases with less,” Prade pointed out. 

“I don’t think so,” Emilia said.
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CHAPTER 3
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Emilia walked into the squadroom at midnight to find Macias and Sandor assembling the murder board. Partners both personally and professionally, the two were decent cops.

“Oye, Cruz.” Macias stopped in the middle of taping a photo to the wall by the conference table to do an exaggerated double-take at her outfit. “Maybe you’re a real girl after all.”

Sandor gave a wolf whistle.

“Shut up,” Emilia said. “Unless you’ve made coffee.”

“Fresh pot.” Sandor pointed toward the cabinet near the copier where the coffeemaker ruled over a mismatched collection of mugs. “Welcome home. Didn’t expect to see you until Monday.”

Emilia grinned tiredly at the two men. “It is Monday.” 

It was good to be back in the squadroom, she thought as she unlocked her desk. She liked working with Macias and Sandor, who’d been some of the first detectives in the squadroom to accept her as a peer. Emilia knew about their personal arrangement only because Silvio had inadvertently spilled the beans during a late-night stakeout. Not that it mattered.

She slung her purse into the desk drawer containing her big Las Perdidas binder. It currently held the records of 47 women missing from the greater Acapulco area, women everyone else had given up looking for. 

Her favorite mug with the musicians of Maná looking tough yet soulful against white ceramic was in the drawer, too, where she’d placed it to prevent someone else, like the idiot team of Castro and Gomez from stealing it while she was away.

“Where’s Silvio?” she asked as she poured a cup of fresh brew.

“He talked to that real estate guy, then headed out for food.” Macias pinned another picture to the wall. “He said the victim is related to Carlota but not to expect help. Was he kidding?”

“Had to be.” Emilia gulped down hot coffee as she crossed to the wall of photos. “Salazar was at the morgue when Carlota identified her sister’s body. Gave her all sorts of promises.”

The murder board was anchored by an enlargement of Monica Montoya’s cédula identification card complete with the young woman looking directly at the camera and a home address in Las Brisas. Next to it, the crime scene was represented by an aspirational photo of Casa de Plata from Hernandez’s brochure, along with the address. 

Another dozen photos showed Monica’s body as it was found in the Casa de Plata apartment. Emilia stared at the shot of Monica’s hands, lax in her lap with gruesome holes like a martyr’s stigmata. 

The blood smear Prade had noted ran the length of the left ring finger. Elsewhere on both hands, the blood pattern was consistent with a spray effect from the impact of the bullet. The smear was an artificial interruption. 

Emilia grabbed a card from the stack Macias had ready for case details and wrote down Est time of death: 10 pm-midnight. 2 shots, close range. Victim’s hands held up at chest level. Rounds passed thru both into chest. Surprise? Defense? Blood smear on left ring finger post shooting.

Macias mimed typing at a keyboard. “We got a victim profile together already.”

“That was fast.” Emilia sank wearily into her desk chair and toggled through screens to the library of case files and the new folder with an URGENT icon on it. 

Apparently in record time, Macias and Sandor had assembled a comprehensive dossier on the victim pulled from local, state and national-level databases, as well as social media profiles. Monica Montoya Alvarez was 29 years old, the offspring of Victoria Alvarez de Montoya and the late Felix Montoya. 

The Las Brisas address was also home to Victoria Alvarez de Montoya and Belinda Alvarez de Hoya. Information from the national cédula ID database gave their ages as 52 and 41, respectively. Neither had police or employment records. Victoria was listed as the homeowner.

Monica owned a late model Toyota sedan. The annual taxes on it were paid. She had no outstanding tickets, liens, or loans. She had never been arrested.

Monica was a graduate of an elite private Catholic high school in Acapulco and had earned a bachelor’s degree from New York University. Upon graduation, she returned to Acapulco and worked for an events company, organizing charity tennis matches, music festivals and other marquee events. She had both a LinkedIn and Instagram account. According to the former, she’d been employed by Carlota’s reelection campaign for nine months. 

Silvio barreled in, preceded by the heavenly scent of cheese and pepperoni. He skirted the score of empty desks and dumped two pizza boxes and a case of beer on the conference table adjacent to his office door. “Gonna be a long night,” he announced.

“Thanks, jefe,” Sandor said appreciatively. 

The four detectives gathered around the conference table and fell on the pizza. Two hours ago at the morgue, Emilia couldn’t have eaten anything even if someone paid her to. Now she wolfed down two slices. So much for the fancy meal with Kurt at Madrid. 

Silvio twisted the cap off a bottle of beer. “Okay, we’ve got about fourteen hours until Carlota’s press conference. We need something solid to give her before then. Cruz, what did you get from the autopsy?”

In a few brief sentences, Emilia covered the most important aspects. “Monica had to have been eating in Casa de Plata,” she wound up. “The food in her stomach was completely intact.”

“A woman sitting in an empty apartment building, eating tapas,” Silvio said slowly as if rolling a theory around in his head. “Alone?”

“Maybe not,” Sandor jumped in. “Date night. She and her date are followed and robbed. She’s killed, date gets away.”

“No purse, no cell phone” Emilia reminded them, “which suggests a robbery. But who shoots a woman, takes her purse and cleans up the food?”

“Maybe the date ran off with the purse and food.”

“The date was the shooter,” Emilia theorized. “Lures her there, then shoots her.”

Macias helped himself to another slice of pizza, the cheese stretching into a fragrant string before it pulled clear of the box. “Okay, Monica and her date. He’s the shooter. And a good one, if he shot through her hands. But how did they get in? And why there?”

“Question number five thousand.” Silvio leaned back in his chair and looked at the murder board. “Hernandez, the realtor, said his office holds all the keys to Casa de Plata. Anyone who wants to visit the property has to sign for them, but he’s the only one authorized to use them. The last time he was there was five days ago, with a cleaning crew.”

“What about him?” Macias asked. “Did he know the victim?”

“Maybe they were dating and things went sideways,” Sandor added.

“He says he was at a party with friends,” Silvio said. “Check his alibi but judging from his hysterics when he saw the body, he’s at the bottom of our list of suspects.”

“We’ll need him to give us the names of everyone who’s had access while Casa de Plata has been for sale,” Emilia added. “And check with the seller, too.”

Silvio cut his eyes to her. “Put that on your list.”

Neither could reveal in front of Macias and Sandor that the seller was an undercover federale team disguised as the Acapulco police department’s Financial Crimes unit. 

“All right. We need to start building a timeline of our victim’s last hours.” Silvio pointed the neck of his beer bottle at Macias. “Where are we on the victim’s car?”

“I spoke to security at the Las Brisas address. It’s an apartment building. She had a reserved slot for her car. It’s not there. I put an alert in the system. Every patrol car’s got the placa number and description.”

Sandor spoke up. “She’s got Telmex cell service. I put in the request to get her phone records. You need to approve and send it up the line. I got the request for a hotline going, too. Should be up and running in a few hours.”

“Okay, we’ve covered the basics.” Silvio indicated both men. “In the morning, I want the two of you hitting every house in a three block radius. Somebody heard something, saw something. Get there early, before people go to work.”

“Got it, jefe.”

Next, Silvio pointed the beer bottle at Emilia. “Cruz, I want you to question the family. The mother and aunt were in rough shape after getting the news, but they know someone will be there first thing in the morning. Did our victim have a boyfriend? Somebody who was angry with her? Talk to as many friends and family members as you can. Look at the access angle, too. What connection did she have to Casa de Plata? How the hell did she get in?”

Emilia nodded. Silvio was throwing her a bone. Monica Montoya’s address in Las Brisas was no more than a ten minute drive from the Palacio Real. “What about you?”

“I’ll hit the campaign. Question Hector Placido and her co-workers,” Silvio said. 

“Are we getting some more hands in here?” Macias asked. “We need hot line workers, warm bodies to knock on doors, the usual.”

Silvio scowled. “I talked to Salazar. Until the elections are over, he can’t spare anyone. Not even for Carlota’s sister. The only thing he can give me is space. The rest of the unit will relocate upstairs on a temporary basis. We can spread out. Use the squadroom as the investigation hub.”

As great as it was to hear that Castro and Gomez would be out of the way, a major investigation needed more than the four sitting around the conference table. More people asking questions, more people collating data, more people digging into the victim’s background and associates. More of everything.

“Wait a minute,” Emilia exclaimed. “Salazar said right to Carlota’s face that we’d get all available resources.”

“You can sleep after the elections,” Silvio told her. “Or when we catch a killer. Whichever comes first. Any current cases you’re working on will go upstairs for the time being.”

On that unhappy thought, they all went back to their desks. Emilia poured herself another cup of coffee and woke up her computer. The police intranet, burdened by so many internal firewalls and permission-only data enclaves, seemed to be even slower than it was an hour ago. 

When the pixels finally stopped vibrating, she added her notes from the autopsy to the newly minted Montoya murder case folder. Prade’s official report would take a few days to bounce through the system and land in the right folder, so her notes gave them a head start on any leads. Perhaps the tapas meal was actionable information. Emilia yawned as she scribbled herself a note. How many tapas restaurants offer delivery service to the Colonia Progreso neighborhood?

“Go home, Cruz,” Silvio bellowed from his office. “There’s a squad car waiting for you out back.”

“Thanks,” Emilia shouted back, still focused on the computer screen. She wanted to check her inbox before leaving.

Not surprisingly, she had 52 new messages. Most of the subject lines started with Urgent: Campaign Activity. They were all variations on warnings about upcoming events organized by either Carlota or her rival Vallejo Loy that were expected to cause violence and traffic disruptions. 

One message stood out amid the clutter of similar subject lines. It was the message she’d waited weeks to see.

Re: Detective Rank Application for Permission to Marry

Fatigue fell away as Emilia clicked open the message. The first sentence took her breath away.

Officer’s application is denied. No appeal will be considered.
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The air was cool at this elevation, where the Las Brisas neighborhood looked down on the rest of Acapulco from its lofty perch on the east side of the bay. 

These were the houses of Old Acapulco money, ranging from Spanish colonial styles to modern glass and chrome. The apartment building where Monica Montoya had lived with her mother until Saturday night between the hours of ten and midnight was a frosted pink cake from a 1950s Hollywood production. She parked by a line of jacaranda trees laden with purple blooms. Against a cobalt sky, with the city spread out below, the intense colors made her task even more surreal.

A steady breeze played the length of Emilia’s ponytail. Her white tank, skinny dark jeans, loafers and short linen jacket were a bit casual for Las Brisas but considering that she barely slept after that earth shattering email, it was a miracle she was dressed at all.

The building’s bubble gum-colored stucco was crumbling. The lobby could have been an interior shot from a vintage Hollywood movie. The bubbly overhead amber glass pendants barely emitted light. Two long flowery sofas with no arms and overtired cushions faced each other across a chipped and discolored marble coffee table. 

This was the oldest part of Las Brisas. Heritage and tradition, but empty pockets.

A white-haired doorman in a threadbare uniform sat behind a tall desk. He gave her a mournful nod when Emilia showed her badge, obviously having heard the news already. 

The elevator was out of order.

Emilia took the stairs to the second floor. The apartment door was flung open immediately after her knock to reveal an elderly woman in a blue maid’s uniform. Her eyes were watery and she clutched a damp handkerchief.

“Detective Emilia Cruz to see Señora Alvarez—.” Emilia began.

“They’re waiting for you,” the maid interrupted. She led the way through the foyer into a spacious living room furnished with more people than furniture.

At least a dozen people rose as one as Emilia walked in; a jury of elders radiating distrust and anger. She had no idea which woman was Monica’s mother.

“You’re a detective? Prancing about in the newspapers?” The man who thrust his finger in Emilia’s face was old enough to be her grandfather, with graying temples and a silk scarf tucked into the neck of his starched dress shirt. “Go tell Carlota that we’re not going to let her make a mockery out of our Monica’s death!”

Emilia stood her ground, refusing to be pushed backward by his hostility. “Señor, I assure you—.”

“Look at this!” He thrust a copy of the Jornada de Acapulco newspaper at her. Spittle flew from the corners of his mouth. “Carlota put our Monica on display for the entire world to see!”

Carlota’s sister and campaign worker murdered! the headline blared in giant letters. Below the red masthead, a picture of Carlota at the morgue, her hand on her dead sister’s arm, was splashed across the entire front page. Monica’s face and torso were clearly visible, as was one bloody hand with the hole in the palm. Worst of all, Emilia was in the background, wearing that skimpy bralette and staring at Carlota like an estupida. 

If Emilia could wring Santibañez’s skinny neck right now, she would. 

The man holding the newspaper was shaking with rage. “Carlota doesn’t care who killed Monica as long as she gets publicity. Go back to her. Say we don’t need her help.”

“Señor.” Emilia forced herself to stay calm. “I’m Detective Emilia Cruz from the police department, not the mayor’s office. I’m here to speak with Señora Alvarez.” 

“Leave her alone, Sergio.” A trim woman with red, swollen eyes detached herself from the group and none-too-gently pushed the spitter aside. “I’m Victoria Alvarez de Montoya. Please excuse my brother. The newspaper coverage has made the . . . the situation even more horrible than it is.”

The woman was quite beautiful with a honey-colored mane that went past her shoulders, the same color as her late daughter. She had delicate features with expressive eyes and accentuated these assets with slim black trousers, a gauzy black top, and impractical beaded slippers with kitten heels. 

“I’m terribly sorry for your loss.” It was the usual thing that cops said but was woefully inadequate. The woman’s grief was palpable. “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” 

Victoria gestured to a woman hovering nearby, who looked remarkably similar. “Belinda, can you join us?” 

Without waiting for an answer, Victoria brought Emilia into a spacious dining room and took a seat at a large mahogany table. The woman that followed was a younger version of Victoria, similarly clad in skinny trousers and a flowing tunic. Belinda was obviously the aunt listed in the materials Macias and Sandor had assembled last night. She waited until Victoria and Emilia were seated at the large marble-topped table before unfolding accordion doors and closing off the living room.

“Belinda Alvarez de Hoya,” the woman identified herself. “Monica’s aunt. Victoria’s younger sister.” 

“My condolences to you both,” Emilia said. The Alvarez sisters were both attractive and well kept, the kind of women who had a regular schedule of hair and facial appointments and a weekly massage after tennis at the club. “I want to assure you that I had nothing to do with the picture in the newspaper. But yes, I was there as one of the police officers who discovered your daughter and now as the lead detective on the case, I will do everything possible to find who did this but I have to know more about Monica in order to do that.”

“I don’t know anyone who would do this to her,” Victoria dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief and fought for control. “Monica was a beautiful person. Full of life. And light. Truly.”

“What do you need from us?” Belinda asked quietly.

Emilia began by verifying the basics. “How long have you both lived here with Monica?”

Belinda gave a thin smile and gently clasped her sister’s hand resting on the table. “I’ve lived here with Victoria and Monica for almost ten years. I was widowed very early, as was Victoria.”

Emilia would get to their respective backstories later. The essentials came first. “When was the last time you saw Monica?” 

“Saturday morning around 11:00,” Belinda answered for both. “We all had coffee, then Victoria and I went to play bridge at the Claro Club. Lunch first, then duplicate bridge.”

Emilia scribbled down the time in her notebook. “Did Monica say she was going out?”

Victoria put down her handkerchief. “She had some telephone calls to make for the campaign. Something about a golf tournament that Carlota’s campaign was sponsoring.”

“Was that a normal part of her job? Working on a Saturday?”

“She worked every day of the week,” Belinda said. “The campaign sucked up almost every minute of her day.”

“She loved it.” Victoria plied her handkerchief again. “I wasn’t sure that working for Carlota was a good idea but Monica loved the job. It was something new every day. And she was meeting people across the city and using her English. She was even invited to the opening of the new consulate.”

“She went to college in El Norte, you know,” Belinda said proudly. “New York University.”

Victoria smiled through a fresh stream of tears. “She knew how important it was to do well in life. She played the violin, too, did you know that? And she never gave me a hard time growing up. Always came home on time and did her chores.”

“And the dance lessons.” Belinda stroked her sister’s hand. “Do you remember all those recitals? Ballet and jazz.”

“She looked like an angel in those costumes.”

Emilia saw the pride on the faces of both women, as if Monica had had two mothers.

Belinda recovered first and took a deep breath. “You must have more questions, Detective.”

“What did Monica plan to do after making those calls?”

“Shopping with Susana,” Victoria said. “They were meeting at the Plaza Galerías Diana.”

“Susana?” Emilia dove at the name like a shark after a sardine. “Who is Susana?”

“Susana Durán Diaz,” Victoria said. “A lovely girl. She and Monica have been best friends for years. They were going to go shopping. She called me this morning and said that Monica had cancelled.”

“Do you have Susan’s contact details?” 

“She’s the assistant director of the mask museum.” Belinda said.

“It would be very helpful if you have a personal number for her.”

Belinda rose from the table and went through a swinging door. As it opened, Emilia glimpsed an old-fashioned kitchen on the other side, studded with blue and white tiles and chipped pine cabinetry. The maid was at the sink, head bowed in grief.

“Monica liked to go out,” Victoria said softly, as if needing to fill the space until her sister came back. “She got that from my sister. Parties for the campaign. Concerts. Dancing. Tennis. Movies. She saw Diamond Run six times. Wanted a pair of sunglasses like the ones Alejandra Messi wore in the movie.”

Emilia poised her pen over her notebook. “What about a relationship? Did Monica have a boyfriend?”

“You mean, Carlos?”

“Is he Monica’s boyfriend?”

“Yes, Carlos, Carlos Lima.”

Before the conversation went further, Belinda came back into the dining room with a leather-bound address book. She took her time paging through to find the contact information for Susana Durán Diaz.

“Susana has some personal issues,” she said, and passed the address book to Emilia. “I always thought there was some jealousy there on her part.”

“Jealous of Monica?” Emilia looked up from her notebook.

Belinda raised one shoulder in an elegant little shrug, as if to say judge for yourself.

Victoria gave her sister a frown of reproach. “Nonsense, Susana is a wonderful friend.”

“Could you tell me more about Carlos Lima?” Emilia asked Victoria.

Belinda stiffened. “Carlos would never have done anything like this. He’d never hurt Monica.”

“No, of course, not,” Victoria told her sister.

“Carlos Lima is an investment banker.” Belinda sat down, all her attention on Emilia. “Widely respected. An impeccable, unassailable reputation. He absolutely did not do this.”

“He and Monica have . . . had . . . an understanding for quite some time.” Victoria’s face crumpled again. 

“An understanding but not an engagement?” Emilia clarified. If anyone knew the difference, it was her.

“They were never engaged,” Belinda answered swiftly as Victoria dabbed at her eyes again. “Monica was too focused on her career.”

“Where would I find Señor Lima?” Emilia asked.

“Carlos works for Viejo Dorado, the big investment firm in El Centro.” 

Emilia’s heart skipped a beat. “Does the company buy real estate?”

Belinda frowned. “I have no idea.”

“Do you have his home address?”

As Emilia waited for Belinda to check the address book again, mutterings from the living room spilled into a heated argument. Words flew so fast it was hard to follow the logic thread, if indeed there was one, but money seemed to be at the heart of the matter.

Certainly the apartment looked as if the Alvarez family had fallen on hard times. From what Emilia could see of the living room, the furniture was reminiscent of the décor in the lobby, with worn velvet upholstery and deflated cushions. The dining room chairs and wallpaper had been in fashion thirty years ago and squares of brighter wallpaper showed where pictures used to hang. The brass chandelier was tarnished. The fake plastic candles holding the bulbs were scorched from decades of use. 

Belinda finally found the entry for Carlos Lima and passed it over.

Emilia copied the details, trying not to show any excitement. Femicide in Mexico was all too common. Since Emilia started keeping track of such things, ninety percent of the women murdered in Acapulco were killed by a man the victim knew. 

The perfect scenario flashed through her mind. Viejo Dorado planned to buy Casa de Plata. Lima knows it’s empty. He lures Monica to the spot with a tapas picnic and kills her for refusing to marry him.

She put down her pen. “Did Monica ever mention a place in Colonia Progreso called Casa de Plata?” 

“No.” Victoria dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I couldn’t believe it when Hector Placido told us Monica had been found there.”

“Did Monica know anyone who lives in Colonia Progreso?” Emilia paused. “Or was she interested in buying property there?”

Victoria blinked in confusion. “Monica was perfectly happy living here. Where would she get the money to buy property in Colonia Progreso?”

“What about a friend who wanted to buy property? Carlos Lima, perhaps?”

“No, of course not,” Belinda said. “Carlos has a perfectly lovely house already.”

The accordion doors juddered open, revealing brother Sergio still obviously in a bad mood. “Victoria,” he barked. “You’ve wasted enough time with this girl. Has she told you anything useful? No?”

“Señor, we’re in the very first stage of the investigation.” Emilia rose from her seat. “I assure you—.”

“Shut up,” he barked. “Victoria, I’m calling Carlota’s office and telling them to get a real investigator here to tell you what’s going on. Not some puta trying to get famous in the papers.”

“You must forgive our brother Sergio,” Belinda murmured to Emilia. “He’s taken the . . . the situation very hard.”

“Don’t make excuses for Carlota,” he thundered at Belinda. “It’s not enough what she did to Victoria, now it’s Monica’s turn.”

“You’re making everything worse, Sergio,” Belinda shouted back at him. “Just go home. Be angry there. Monica will still be dead.”

Victoria burst into tears.

“And what will you do?” Sergio was red-faced with rage. “Play nice so nothing disturbs your little nest? The nest you didn’t pay one peso for?”

“What does it matter to you?” Belinda lunged over the table, shaking a finger at her brother. “You didn’t get any of the Montoya money. Why should you? All these years, and you can’t forgive her, can you? Go home. There’s nothing for you here.”

“You’re a fool, Belinda. But then again, you always were.” Her brother was nearly incandescent, a vein pulsing in his forehead, spittle flying from his lips again. “A fool and a freeloader.”

“Get out!” Belinda shouted. “No one asked you to be here.”

Sergio stomped out, pulling the accordion doors closed so hard that they nearly ripped off the hinges. A moment later, the front door banged open and footsteps thundered out. The door slammed shut. 

A draft pummeled the dining room, adding to Emilia’s sensation of having been in a fistfight. 

“I hate him,” Victoria sobbed. “I hate him. I don’t want him here.”

Belinda put her arms around her sister but looked at Emilia. “Our apologies for you landing in the middle of that, Detective. Our brother is angry at the world.”

“I understand,” Emilia murmured. “Your family has suffered a great loss. Emotions are running high.”

Her thoughts were running, too. The talk of money and the obvious bad blood between Carlota and the Alvarez family was unexpected, especially given that Monica had worked for her half-sister’s reelection campaign. Could family problems have led to Monica’s murder? Emilia made a mental note to research the family backstory. 

Victoria got herself under control. “It’s kind of you to say so.”

Emilia closed her notebook. “I need to look at Monica’s room.”

The maid took Emilia down the hall to Monica’s bedroom, a tidy space decorated in tones of pale blue and cream. The bed boasted a matelassé coverlet and an artful stack of blue and white pillows. Subtly striped draperies flanked two large windows. Next to the bed, a round crewel rug in pastel shades softened Emilia’s footsteps. Garden-inspired original watercolors hung on the walls.

A copy of People en Español waited on the bedside table next to a brass lamp. On the cover, movie star Alejandra Messi pouted to the world, those famous sunglasses perched halfway down that famous nose. Emilia stared at the image, recalling the few days when she’d doubled for the famous actress, caught up in the newest federale scheme orchestrated by Lieutenant Vicente Campos to nab fugitive druglord Diego Barrielos Luna. The cartel jefe was currently a fugitive after escaping from custody on the way to prison in El Norte. 

Rafa Gamboa had been there as well, the lynchpin of the whole damn thing.

Emilia would never see another Alejandra Messi movie without thinking of that operation. The federales were underwriting a biopic written by Barrielos Luna himself called A Misunderstood Man, sure that he’d be lured out of hiding to see it. Somehow inveigled into working for the federales, Messi showed up in person to play the role of the man’s late wife. The star was disappointingly rude, snapping at her assistant and immersed in her cell phone whenever the camera wasn’t rolling.

Giving herself a mental shake, Emilia pulled on a pair of latex gloves and did a cursory search of the room, hoping to find something she could offer up to Silvio when the team reconvened. Like a note from the murderer signed Carlos.

Monica’s closet was full of business suits, designer dresses and high heels. Leather purses were all stored with scented sachets inside so they didn’t sag on the shelves and lose their shape. Emilia inhaled cedar and vanilla.

The adjoining bathroom was sparkling clean. The countertop boasted expensive lotions, makeup, and hair care products. 

Emilia sat down at the desk and opened a small, sleek laptop. A code was required. She closed it and scrounged through the items on top of the desk. A tube of hand cream, a stack of sticky notes, a cup of pens, and the key fob to a car, which Emilia pocketed. No note with a line of digits to access the laptop.

The desk drawer came open with a hard tug, to reveal a silver frame lying face down amid a collection of office supplies, receipts, and monogrammed stationery. Emilia pulled it out but the frame was heavier than expected and she dropped it. The frame crashed to the tile floor. 

Riddled with guilt, Emilia saw that the glass had cracked across a studio portrait of Monica and a handsome but unsmiling man. They were posed with him on the left, his hands resting lightly on her hips. Monica wore a clingy black dress with long sleeves.

“Carlos Lima, I presume,” Emilia murmured.

“What’s going on?” Belinda Alvarez stood in the doorway, face tight with anger. 

Emilia turned. “My apologies, señora. I was startled—.”

“You’ve broken the glass,” Belinda said unnecessarily.

“Yes, my apologies.” Emilia felt like a schoolgirl caught chewing gum by the teacher. “I’ll pay to replace it of course.”

“Perhaps my brother was right.” Belinda held out her hand. 

The woman’s shift in attitude was due to something more than ten pesos worth of glass. 

“We’ll need this for the investigation,” Emilia heard herself say. 

Belinda’s hand wavered. “I’m sure we can find you a better picture of Monica.”

“This one will work fine.” Emilia kept hold of the frame even as she knelt to collect bits of broken glass. 

“The maid will do that,” Belinda said sharply. Her tone made it clear that Emilia had overstayed her welcome. “I’m sure you have other things to do, Detective.”

Emilia put the picture, laptop and key fob in evidence bags and followed Belinda down the hall to the main area of the apartment. The accordion doors between the living and dining rooms were open. Both spaces were empty. Apparently, the entire Alvarez clan was now nursing its anger elsewhere. 

“Is your sister available?” Emilia asked Belinda. “I’d like to pay my respects to her before I go.”

Belinda strode to the front door. “Victoria took a sleeping pill. I’m afraid she’ll be unavailable for the rest of the day.”

The other woman’s sudden shift from helpful aunt to bouncer ejecting an unwelcome customer was disturbing. Was she really that upset over the broken glass?

“Here’s my card.” Emilia produced the plain white card with her cell phone number printed on it. “If either of you recall anything else about Monica’s plans for Saturday, please call.”

“Goodbye, Detective.” Belinda was clearly in a rush to get Emilia out. “The sooner we get this scandal behind us, the better for everyone.”

“A murder investigation is not a scandal, señora,” Emilia said.

“It is if Carlota killed her,” Belinda said. “I hope you are considering that possibility. My family certainly is.”

She shut the door in Emilia’s face.
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Emilia put the picture in its broken frame face down on the passenger seat, texted Silvio with the details about Carlos Lima. His response was brief.

Heading to alcaldía. Pick up info from Hernandez.

Emilia gave a silent groan. No doubt Silvio would be tied up at the mayor’s office for hours.

Metro Properties occupied the ground floor of a classy Playa Condesa office building right on the wide boulevard that everyone referred to as la Costera. The sun beat down on the heavy midday traffic. Most of the vehicles were mini-vans covered in advertisements for tourist attractions. Swim with the Dolphins! Paraglide over the bay! Outrigger Surf School First Lesson Free.

The location was the perfect spot to reel in rich tourists ready to extend their stay or find investment opportunities. Brightly colored posters were affixed to the windows from the inside, showing off the real estate agency’s listings of properties for sale. All prices were given in dollars.

A gaggle of tourists strolled by, leaving the aromas of coconut sunscreen and iced coffee in their wake as Emilia studied the listings posted in the window. Most were for apartments in high-rise buildings close to the water. Three bedrooms, three bathrooms, maid’s quarters and a reserved parking space for the low price of $600,000. A cool million dollars for a penthouse overlooking Playa La Angosta on the west side of the bay. At least two million for a triplex in the Torre Esmeralda near the Palacio Real or a double condo in the exclusive Club Playamar near the airport.

If Silvio hadn’t known about Casa de Plata from the operation against Diego Barrielos Luna, he never would have known it was for sale. By listing with Metro Properties, the federales in the person of Lieutenant Campos could safely assume that any potential buyers wouldn’t include Mexicans with a connection to the former safe house. Metro Properties would only market it to the usual pool of rich foreigners with more dollars than common sense. 

Emilia opened the door to Metro Properties and stepped into a sensory blast of reflective surfaces. Blinding white walls, stainless steel divider panels and modern chandeliers made from loops of glowing chrome. 

A receptionist wearing a headset offered a thin smile which broadcasted her doubt that Emilia was the type of buyer welcomed at Metro Properties.

“Detective Emilia Cruz,” Emilia announced and held up her badge. “Here to speak with Felipe Hernandez.”

The young woman’s smile vanished. She murmured into the microphone attached to her headset, apparently heard the answer she wanted, and raised her eyes to Emilia again. “Please take a seat. He’ll be with you momentarily.”

Emilia stayed standing, still trying to get her bearings. Everything was shiny, including the highly polished terrazzo floor. The edgy atmosphere shouted prestige and success. She mentally congratulated Lieutenant Campos for picking a listing agency so far removed from anyone with a connection to Casa de Plata.

“Hello.” Hernandez appeared, wearing
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