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	Introducing Ocean x Murder x 2

	TWO COMPLETE crime fiction thriller NOVELS

	 EACH A FIRST-IN-SERIES

	 

	CARMEN AMATO

	BERRICK FORD

	 

	 

	Two action-packed, full-length police procedural crime novels.

	Two charismatic female detectives.

	Two oceans, half the world apart, with CLIFF DIVER set against the aqua-blue waters of Mexico’s pacific coast, and DEAD WATER characterized by the surging surf of Britain’s southwest coastline.

	Twice the thrills.

	Twice the drama.

	Twice the punch.

	 


 

	CLIFF DIVER by Carmen Amato

	Detective Emilia Cruz Series Book 1

	Emilia Cruz is the first and only female police detective in Acapulco. She's a good liar, a fast thinker, and a mean kickboxer in a department that didn’t want her and is still trying to break her. 

	Even as she fights to keep what she’s earned, she’s catapulted into the spotlight when she has to investigate the murder of her own lieutenant—a case drowning in secrets that no one wants her to solve.

	 

	DEAD WATER by Berrick Ford

	Cornish Crime – Rego & Poldhu Book 1

	 

	It’s Tamsyn Poldhu’s first day as a police constable in her home town of Penzance in Cornwall. She already knows that life can be cruel, but she has no idea how tough it’s going to be.

	 

	When a body washes up on a remote Cornish beach, police initially assume that it’s a suicide. But time to solve the crime is running out – and Tamsyn’s involvement in the case goes deeper than she could ever have imagined.
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	There is no choosing between two things of no value

	Mexican proverb

	      

	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, $1.00 = 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.

	 

	If you enjoy this book — and I hope you will — I’d really appreciate if you’d leave a review on the site where you bought it. It really does make a difference.

	Thank you!

	 



CHAPTER 1

	“I


	t’s against Mexican law,” Emilia said.

	“Driving a car?” the gringo asked skeptically.

	“Just what is your relationship to the owners of this car and their driver?” Emilia asked. The man sitting next to her desk had yellow hair and a starched blue shirt and the impatient confidence all norteamericanos seemed to have.

	“The Hudsons come to Acapulco every few months.” He pulled out a business card. “I manage the hotel where they stay.”

	Emilia took the card. Embossed printing and a hotel logo in the corner radiated wealth.

	 

	Kurt Rucker, General Manager

	Palacio Real Hotel, Punta Diamante, Acapulco

	 

	The Palacio Real was the most exclusive and luxurious hotel in Acapulco, an architectural marvel clinging to the cliffs above the bay at Punta Diamante on the southeastern edge of the city.

	“Let me explain,” Emilia said. She carefully laid the card next to the arrest file on her desk and tried to appear unimpressed as she settled back in her chair. “A Mexican citizen may not drive a vehicle that carries a foreign license plate without the foreign owners of the vehicle being in it.” 

	“So, the problem was that the owners weren’t in the car,” Rucker said.

	“Yes,” Emilia said. “Señor Ruiz was alone in the vehicle.”

	“The Hudsons drive down to Mexico several times a year.” Rucker leaned toward her. One immaculate sleeve bumped the nameplate reading Detective Emilia Cruz Encinos. There were initials embroidered on his shirt cuff. KHR. Emilia resisted a sudden silly urge to run a finger over the stitching.

	“They always hire Ruiz when they come,” he went on. “They travel all over, and he does errands alone. There’s never been any trouble before. Monterrey, Mexico City, Guadalajara.”

	“Well, señor.” Emilia moved her nameplate before it nudged the back of her computer monitor. “Here in Acapulco, we enforce the law.”

	“Of course.” His Spanish was excellent. “I fully understand. But how do the Hudsons get their car back?”

	Emilia didn’t answer immediately. Across the squadroom, Lieutenant Inocente watched her from the doorway to his office, one finger stroking his dark moustache. It was late afternoon and almost all the detectives were there making calls, writing reports, joking and arguing.

	El teniente nodded curtly at Emilia, then turned to another detective.

	Without Lt. Inocente’s eyes on her, Emilia opened the file and scanned the report of the arrest of Alejandro Ruiz Garcia, charged with illegally operating a vehicle with foreign placas. Three days ago, he’d been arrested in front of the main branch of Banamex Bank. Bailed out by a cousin the next day. Ruiz had been driving a white Suburban owned by Harry and Lois Hudson of Flagstaff, Arizona. The vehicle was now sitting in the impound yard behind the police station. The keys were in Emilia’s shoulder bag.

	“Why are you here instead of the Hudsons?” she asked Rucker.

	“They returned to the United States,” he said. “Before they left, they asked me to help get the car back.”

	“They left Mexico?” Emilia didn’t know why she should be so surprised. What was one car more or less to rich norteamericanos?

	“They flew. Said it was a family emergency.”

	Emilia closed the file. “Señor, in order for the Hudsons to regain possession of their car they must present proof of ownership.”

	“Of course.” Rucker passed a paper across the desk. “Here is their title to the vehicle.”

	It was a copy of an official document. Emilia knew enough English to pick out words like name and number and address, but it didn’t matter. The document was meaningless under Mexican law. She handed it back with a sigh. “Señor, they need to provide the history of the vehicle, including all sales transactions and verification of taxes paid every year of the car’s life.”

	“What?” His eyes widened in disbelief.

	They were the color of the ocean far beyond the cliffs at La Quebrada.

	Emilia had never seen eyes like that, and it took her a moment to realize he expected an answer and another moment to untangle her tongue. “After six months,” she managed. “If they have not produced the necessary documentation, the vehicle becomes the property of the state.”

	The disbelief drained out of Rucker’s face as he realized she wasn’t joking. He exhaled sharply, as if he had the lungs of a swimmer, and his gaze traveled around the squadroom, taking in the gray metal desks, ancient filing cabinets, and walls covered in posters, notices, and photographs from ongoing investigations. Most of the detectives were in casual clothes; those who’d been outside much of the day wore shirts stained with sweat at the neck and underarms. All of them carried weapons in hip or shoulder holsters. Emilia wondered if he realized that she was the only woman there.

	El teniente went into his office and closed the door.

	“There’s a complication,” Rucker said to Emilia. “The Hudsons don’t answer their local cell phone. I was hoping that you could give me the contact information for Señor Ruiz. He might have another number for them.”

	“I would have to check with my superior before giving out that sort of information,” Emilia said primly.

	“I’d appreciate it if you would and then call me.” Rucker stood and held out his hand. “Thank you very much, Detective Cruz.”

	“You’re welcome.” Emilia stood up, too, and shook his hand. His grip was dry and strong.

	Rucker smiled at her, a wide smile that lit his face and made the blue-green eyes shine. His teeth were perfectly straight and white.

	Emilia smiled back, caught, knowing this was the wrong place and the wrong time and the wrong man but unable to stop enjoying this moment with a gringo whose world of wealth and leisure was light years away from the barrio she came from. She wished she was wearing something nicer than her work uniform of jeans, tee shirt and the Spanish walking sandals that had cost two months’ salary. Her gun was in a shoulder holster and her straight black hair was scraped into its usual long ponytail.

	“Oye!”

	Emilia gave a start and dropped Rucker’s hand. Her partner Rico Portillo loomed over her desk.

	“You’re done here,” Rico said to Rucker, jerking his chin in Emilia’s direction, his leather jacket falling open to reveal a holstered gun and 20 pounds of padding around his middle. “She’s got a man.”

	Emilia felt her face flush with embarrassment and anger, but before she could say a word, Rucker held out a hand to Rico. “Kurt Rucker. Nice to meet you.”

	The bustling squadroom quieted as everyone waited to see what would happen. Lt. Inocente opened the door to his office and stood in the entrance again.

	Disconcerted, Rico shook hands. The handshake held for a fraction too long. Emilia watched Rico’s round face tighten. He let go first.

	Kurt Rucker nodded at Emilia and left. The noise level went back to normal.

	“Ricardo Portillo, you’re a pendejo,” Emilia hissed at Rico.

	“That gringo has a grip like the bite of a horse,” Rico said in surprise, flexing his hand painfully.

	“Don’t be lying and saying I’ve got a man unless I ask you to,” Emilia whispered hotly and slammed herself into her chair.

	“Stay with your own kind, chica,” Rico warned. Seldom serious and happily twice divorced, he rarely had such an edge in his voice.

	“You’re not my mother.” Emilia jerked her chair around to face her computer, effectively ending the conversation. Rico made a snorting noise as he pulled off his jacket and sat at his own desk. His chair groaned the usual protest.

	Emilia typed in her password and scanned her inbox. A useless review by the national Secretariat de Gobernación of drug cartel activities across Mexico. A report of a robbery in Acapulco’s poorest barrio that would probably never be investigated. Notice of a reward for a child kidnapped in the nearby Pacific resort town of Ixtapa who was almost certainly dead by now.

	Emilia turned away from her monitor and counted. Eight out of ten detectives were there, including herself and Rico. Silvio, the most senior detective, was at his desk next to that of his partner Fuentes. Gomez and Castro, the two most raucous men, joked by the coffee maker. Macias was at the wall they used as a murder board, copying something into a notebook about the latest set of virtually unsolvable cartel killings. Sandor was swearing quietly by the decrepit copier as he fought with the paper trays. The two missing detectives, Loyola and Ibarra, were out on an assignment that came in from the dispatch log after lunch.

	Everyone was accounted for.

	She took a roll of toilet paper out of her desk drawer and walked out of the squadroom.

	Maybe she shouldn’t care and just use the public women’s restroom behind the holding cells but it was a point of pride for Emilia to use the detectives-only restroom. No one was going to scare her out of what she’d earned and as a detective she had the right to use the nicer restroom. It was down the hall from the squadroom, quieter and brighter than any other restroom in the building. The stalls had long since lost their doors and there was rarely any toilet paper, but it was reserved for the elite of the police force and that included her.

	Emilia went in. The space was long and narrow with three doorless toilet stalls. A row of urinals hung on the opposite wall below a mirror running the length of the space. A single sink was located between the last urinal and the door. The cement floor was cracked and spotted with yellow stains. This late in the day the place smelled of piss and stale cigarettes, but Emilia was alone.

	She went into a stall, slid down her jeans, sat down on the cool porcelain and let nature take its course.

	The restroom door opened and Lt. Inocente came in.

	As Emilia watched helplessly, he glanced at the mirror above the urinals. El teniente’s face was expressionless as he saw Emilia’s reflection as she sat on the toilet with her jeans around her knees and the toilet paper in her hands. Emilia pulled her gaze down before her eyes met his in the mirror.

	There was the soft sound of a zipper being pulled and then Emilia heard a stream tinkle into the urinal. She hastily used the toilet paper and fastened her jeans. Lt. Inocente probably watched her every move, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of letting him know she was bothered. Emilia didn’t look at him or say a word as she tucked the toilet paper roll under one arm and washed her hands at the sink. When she left, Lt. Inocente was still standing motionless in front of the urinal with his pants unzipped. The stream had ended.

	Emilia walked to her desk and flipped the roll back into the drawer.

	When she’d first started to use the detectives’ restroom the men had often followed her in. They’d do what el teniente had done, but loudly and joking about it, making sure she saw their equipment. Emilia ignored them, until the day five sauntered in and stood around the doorless cubicle. As soon as she started to pull up her pants Castro had unzipped his fly and announced he was going to give her what she’d been waiting for. When he shoved his hand between her legs Emilia grabbed his balls, dug in her fingernails and head butted his chest at the same time. Castro screamed like a stuck pig as Emilia charged hard, driving him through the onlookers until the back of his head connected with the rim of the center urinal. The porcelain cracked as Castro’s eyes rolled back in his head and the episode was over.

	Since then, by silent agreement, none of the detectives ever went into the restroom when they saw Emilia head out of the squadroom with her roll of white toilet paper.

	Except for el teniente. It wasn’t frequent, maybe only every few months, and he never said a word, but it was still unnerving. Emilia didn’t know if it was an accident--his door was usually closed so he probably didn’t realize she’d walked out with the toilet paper--or deliberate. It was better not to know as long as he didn’t bother her.

	Her phone rang. It was the desk sergeant saying that a Señor Rooker wished to see her. Emilia avoided Rico’s eye as she said, yes, the sergeant could let el señor pass into the squadroom.

	A minute later Rucker was standing by her desk, sweat beaded on his forehead. The starched collar of his shirt was damp.

	“There’s a head,” he said breathlessly. “Someone’s head in a bucket on the hood of my car.”

	 



CHAPTER 2

	T


	he bucket was light blue plastic with a metal handle and a red handgrip, one of millions sold in mercados across Mexico. The head was that of Alejandro Ruiz Garcia, the recently arrested and released driver for Harry and Lois Hudson of Flagstaff, Arizona.

	There were burn marks around Ruiz’s mouth and inside his ears.

	“Madre de Dios,” Rico said and crossed himself.

	Beheadings and torture were the signature signs of a drug cartel hit. Emilia had seen death before, but nothing this grisly. The blood smelled sickly sweet in the warm evening air. She choked down bile and tears at the same time.

	The crime scene technician eased a small piece of paper from the mouth. “‘The small one cannot wait long,’” he read aloud.

	Kurt Rucker shook his head unhappily. “I don’t have a clue,” he said.

	The manner of death meant that the army was there as well as a swarm of police. Although the parking lot was surrounded by a concrete wall and there was only one way in or out, both panicked attendants claimed to have seen nothing.

	Across the street, a busy sidewalk café served taquitos and empanadas and Jarritos cola. No one there had seen anything, either. Certainly no one with a blue bucket.

	After an hour of conflicting orders from the army captain and the lead crime scene technician, the head was dispatched to the morgue, Kurt Rucker’s SUV was towed to the vehicle lab to be dusted for prints, and the parking lot was closed off with yellow PROHIBIDO EL PASO tape. As each owner returned to claim their car, they’d be questioned.

	Emilia knew it would be a dead end. No one in Acapulco was stupid enough to admit they saw who placed a bucket containing a severed heat on a stranger’s vehicle.

	They brought Rucker back to the police station and Rico took his statement. It was well after midnight before Lt. Inocente dismissed him. “Señor Rucker, this was obviously nothing to do with you, but stay in Acapulco. We may be calling you again.” El teniente gestured at Emilia. “You take him back to the Palacio Real and then go home.”

	Lt. Inocente went into his office. Emilia gathered up her shoulder bag and jacket. Rico’s eyes narrowed and the heavy-set detective thrust a thick finger at Rucker. “This is just orders from el teniente,” he said meaningfully.

	Emilia led Rucker through the back of the police station. The discovery of Ruiz’s head and the search for the body meant that more police than just the normal skeleton night crew were there. Both uniformed and plainclothes officers yawned and talked and drank coffee, vibrating with the gut-popping combination of dread, excitement, and adrenaline that a major cartel crime always provoked. As usual, Emilia got a few catcalls as they passed the holding cell guards and as usual, she smiled and pretended to shoot them with her thumb and forefinger.

	“Never mind,” Rucker said. “I can take a taxi back to the hotel.”

	“Don’t get me in trouble with Lieutenant Inocente,” Emilia warned. She pushed open the door to the impound yard. “You’d be robbed in two minutes trying to get a taxi in this neighborhood at this time of night.”

	She unlocked the white Suburban and they got in.

	“Is this . . . ?” Rucker asked.

	“The investigating detective gets to drive a confiscated car until the case is resolved,” Emilia said.

	Rucker didn’t reply.

	At the exit Emilia leaned out the driver’s side window to show her identification to the guard. The big gate swung open.

	The police station was in the old part of Acapulco on the western side of the bay. Emilia drove through small streets, past blocky cement buildings, billboards advertising Herdez vegetables and Tía Rosa snacks, and dozens of little mercados shuttered for the night.

	Emilia liked the Suburban although she’d barely driven it since Lt. Inocente tossed her the keys on the day Ruiz was arrested. “Finalmente,” he’d said, which Emilia took to mean she’d finally landed a case with fringe benefits.

	The streets widened as they turned onto Costera Miguel Aléman, known as la Costera, the city’s main boulevard, and cruised through the center of Acapulco. Despite the late hour, traffic was heavy. The evening had just started at clubs like Carlos and Charlie’s and Señor Frog’s. The Playa Condesa beach vibrated with dance music. This was where the younger turistas came and shopped and spent money and saved the city.

	“I didn’t know him,” Rucker said quietly.

	“I know.” Emilia had listened as Rico pushed Rucker hard. But Rucker’s story stayed consistent. He’d managed the Palacio Real for nearly two years and had no contact with Mexican police during that time. He knew Ruiz only in the context of the man being a seasonal employee of frequent hotel guests. The strange message in the dead man’s mouth was meaningless. As el teniente had said, it had to have been a mistake.

	“What’s with your partner?” Rucker asked. “Is he your bodyguard as well?”

	Emilia shrugged. “You’re a gringo.”

	“Meaning I can’t talk to you?”

	“Look,” Emilia said, torn between loyalty and attraction. “Two years ago, I was the uniform cop who got the highest score on the detective exam. Even broke my nose in the hand-to-hand test. But they didn’t want a woman, so they made up a new rule. I couldn’t become a detective unless somebody who already was a detective agreed to take me on as partner.” She glanced away from the road to meet Rucker’s eyes. “Rico was the only one who stepped forward.”

	Rucker’s gaze was disconcerting. “Now you owe him?”

	Emilia flushed. “Not like that,” she said.

	They didn’t talk again as they left the lights of the city behind. The Suburban was heavy and unwieldy, laboring to climb the rises and wallowing in the declines. Emilia was glad for the quiet; all her energy was devoted to managing the vehicle.

	It was at least a dozen miles to Punta Diamante, the picturesque spit of land where the rich and famous played. Along the way, la Costera became the coastal highway called the Carretera Escénica, winding high up the side of the mountain that guarded the most scenic bay in the world. It was a ribbon of tarmac carved from the face of the cliff, lanes without guardrails or a safety net. Far below, on Rucker’s side, the bay twinkled and shimmered under the night sky. A few cars passed in the other direction, heading toward Acapulco. For the most part they were alone on the road with nothing to spoil the dramatic scene of mountain curves and glittering ocean.

	“You know the hotel entrance?” Rucker asked.

	“Yes.” The Palacio Real was part of an exclusive gated community built into the cliff face below the highway. From the huge privada gate a steeply pitched cobbled road led down to the water, linking private villas, a luxury condominium building, and the Palacio Real hotel complex.

	Emilia slowed to turn right into the gate entrance. Headlights blinked on behind them and her rearview mirror filled with glare.

	“Where’s the army checkpoint?” Rucker asked sharply.

	All the major hotel entrances were guarded by the army as a deterrent to the cartels. But tonight, there was no big green vehicle, no soldiers milling around, nothing.

	“Por Dios,” Emilia gasped. She stamped on the accelerator, the engine groaned and the Suburban strained to pick up speed.

	The headlights in her mirror zoomed in. As the Suburban passed the deserted privada gate a salvo of gunfire tore the night and something hit the back end with a dull thud. The heavy vehicle shuddered and slewed to the right.

	Emilia broke out into a cold sweat as she fought the wheel, trying to keep the vehicle on the high mountain road. The tires on the right side lost traction along the cliff edge. Time stopped for a day and a year before the lethargic vehicle responded and rumbled toward the center of the road and then the rear window exploded, spraying the interior with shattered glass. Emilia and Rucker both ducked as shards rained down. Somehow Emilia kept the accelerator pressed to the floor.

	The Suburban lurched around a slight bend. The glare in her rearview was refracted for a moment and Emilia clearly saw the vehicle behind them. It was a small pickup, with at least four men braced in the bed. They all carried long guns.

	“They’ll take us out here,” Rucker said. “There’s nowhere to hide and we can’t outrun them.”

	“I know.”

	“Brake and turn it.”

	“Madre de Dios.” Before she gave herself time to think, Emilia hit the parking brake and swung the wheel to the left.

	The small truck shot by as the Suburban screamed into the oncoming lane, tires chewing the tarmac, engine protesting. The mountainside loomed out of the inky darkness so fast Emilia felt the vehicle start to claw its way upwards. But momentum and gravity won out and the vehicle continued to spin.

	The landscape was lost in a dizzying blur. Like a hand racing too fast around a clock face, they were pointed toward Acapulco in the right lane, then at the center of the road, then at the other lane, then straight at the cliff edge. Far below, white lines of waves rolled gently toward the sand, hypnotic and teasing.

	Suddenly Rucker’s hands were on Emilia’s helping to straighten the wheel. He reached across her body and released the parking brake. The Suburban shuddered and surged forward, wind coming through the shot-out rear window like a monsoon. Together they wrestled the vehicle back into the right lane.

	They hugged the mountain as the Suburban plunged back down the highway toward Acapulco. Emilia nearly lost control several times as the heavy vehicle was propelled by its own weight. Next to her, Rucker kept a lookout for the truck.

	“Maybe they tried the same thing and went over the cliff,” he said.

	“No.” Emilia saw the welcome glow of the city and turned off the headlights in a vain attempt to hide. “They know where you live. They’ll just wait for you to come back.”

	The night was very black. Once they hit town Emilia wove north through the narrow barrio streets she knew so well until she was sure they hadn’t been followed. The neighborhoods were deserted. She parked the Suburban in an alley, killed the engine, and found she couldn’t breathe.

	“You did good out there,” Rucker said, his voice like a haven in the darkness.

	Emilia nodded and sucked in air. Her face was wet.

	“You okay?” Rucker asked.

	“What do these people want from you?” Emilia’s voice sounded harsher than she intended. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Is there something you didn’t tell us?”

	“A better question might be who knew you were taking me to the Palacio Real,” Rucker said.

	Fear surged into Emilia’s throat yet again. “What are you saying?”

	Rucker folded his arms and stared out the windshield. The neighborhood was nothing more than trash and cement and cardboard roofs that would only last until the next rainy season. “We’ve got twenty of these cars at the hotel for hauling luggage and guests,” he said. “Fully loaded, none of them handle this bad.”

	Everything connected and Emilia wondered how she could have been so blind.

	“We could be sitting on a ton of cocaine,” Emilia said. “Maybe meth. Somebody wants it and you’ve been the only link to the car since Ruiz got arrested and the Hudsons left.”

	“Know anybody who can take a car apart?” Rucker asked.

	Emilia swallowed hard. “Yes.”

	 

	☼

	 

	Three hours later they were staring at six million green Estados Unidos dollars piled on the floor in her uncle Raul’s auto repair shop. The rear body panels of the Suburban were off, exposing the ingenious system welded into the car frame to accommodate brick-sized packages. Even the four-wheel drive mechanism had been cannibalized to create more hidden hauling capacity.

	“Money in, cocaine out,” Emilia said. “The Hudsons are mules.”

	Rucker fingered one of the dollar bills, his forehead furrowed with thought. The hotel manager had worked side-by-side with Tío Raul as if he repaired cars in a greasy garage every day. His beautifully starched shirt had been cast aside, revealing a white singlet undershirt and muscular arms. His clothes were now as dirty and oil spotted as Tío Raul’s coveralls.

	“These are brand new bills,” he said.

	“So?” Emilia got him a glass of water from the big jug of Electropura purified water. Tío Raul had gone to the one-bedroom apartment over the shop to tell Tía Lourdes to make them all some breakfast.

	“A couple of years ago they changed the design of American money.” Rucker spread several bills on the tool bench. “Made the image bigger. Added a tint. New watermarks.” He took a swallow of water. “But these are the old design.”

	Emilia ran her finger over the crisp paper. “You think it’s counterfeit?”

	“Only way to find out is with one of those bank scanners.”

	“Ruiz was arrested in front of the Banamex,” Emilia said slowly.

	“I know the manager at Citibank,” Rucker said. “He’ll scan it for us and won’t say anything, either.”

	He leaned against the tool bench as he studied the money, his norteamericano confidence undimmed despite the setting. Oil filters and alternator belts were stacked haphazardly on shelves, plastic jugs of used oil filled a corner, a garbage can overflowed and at least one rat had scurried away when a bleary-eyed Tío Raul opened the overhead door for the Suburban. At that moment, the garage was a sanctuary. Now she wasn’t so sure.

	“I grew up here,” she blurted.

	Rucker raised his eyebrows.

	“My father died in an accident when I was little,” Emilia heard herself say. “Tío Raul is his brother. My mother and I came to live here with him and Tía Lourdes and their two boys. Six people in a one-bedroom apartment. I slept in the kitchen. On the table. Too many roaches to sleep on the floor.”

	Rucker didn’t react.

	“My cousins taught me how to fight. How to keep away from the cartel sicarios and the men who wanted girls to sell to the turistas.” She was challenging him for no good reason other than he was a rich gringo, throwing the barrio’s harshness at him, making everything his fault. “My mother wasn’t right after my father died. She didn’t work and we didn’t have any money. Most weekends I sold candy at the highway toll booths. Until my cousin Alvaro helped me join the police. That’s when my mother and I moved into our own house. I’m a detective now and the money’s good but I don’t go to places like the Palacio Real.”

	Rucker pushed himself away from the tool bench, took out his wallet and slowly and deliberately tucked in several dollar bills that came from the Suburban. He replaced the wallet in his hip pocket, peeled off the stained singlet and picked up his dress shirt. Emilia watched, uncomfortably dry-mouthed, as the lean muscles of his chest and abdomen flexed when he put on the shirt.

	“By the time I was six I was the best milker in the family,” Rucker said, fastening the buttons. “On a dairy farm everybody milks the cows twice a day. Cows don’t care if you’re sick. If it’s freezing cold. They still need to be milked.”

	He rolled up the shirt sleeves, hiding the monogram. “When I was 18, I’d milked enough cows to last me a lifetime and I enlisted in the Marine Corps. Fought in the desert war and a couple of other places, too. When I got out, I went to college. Studied hotel and restaurant management so I’d never have to go back to that farm. Sent my parents a couple of tickets last year to come visit. But they’d rather stay with the cows.”

	They stared at each other. An awkward silence was broken by the sound of footsteps and rattling pans overhead.

	Rucker gestured at the dismantled Suburban. “Well, Detective, the bank will be open in about an hour. How do we want to get there?”

	“I think that you could call me Emilia.”

	He nodded. “I’m Kurt.”

	“Yes,” Emilia said.

	 

	☼

	 

	They slept in shifts, keeping watch over the Suburban and its booty. In the morning, they took an anonymous green and white libre taxi to the bank. Kurt Rucker’s friend was the manager, a polished Spaniard who swallowed a comment about Rucker’s appearance when Emilia displayed her detective badge.

	Ten minutes later, the currency scanner confirmed Kurt’s theory. The money was counterfeit.

	“Excellent fakes,” the bank manager said. “And given that there are just a handful of currency scanners in Acapulco for this high a denomination of American bill, quite a clever scheme.”

	“You never saw us,” Emilia said. “You never saw these bills.”

	 

	☼

	 

	By the time the libre taxi brought them back to the garage, Emilia had made up her mind. She didn’t tell Kurt until they were alone in Tía Lourdes’s kitchen. She could tell he didn’t like the idea. But he didn’t have anything better to suggest.

	“If we don’t let them find the car and the money,” Emilia insisted. “They’re never going to leave you alone.”

	“How are you going to explain losing a car?”

	Emilia rubbed her eyes. Last night’s adrenaline had ebbed, leaving her tired and shaky. “We won’t lose it. They want the money, not the car. We can disable something to make sure it stays and pick it up later.”

	“We’re letting them win,” Kurt said.

	“We’re keeping you alive.” Emilia opened her shoulder bag and pulled out her notebook and cell phone. “We’ll copy the serial numbers from the bills to trace the money. That way we might even catch who’s passing it.”

	Kurt slumped in his chair and nodded. “All right.”

	She dialed Rico.

	“You sure you trust him?” Kurt tossed out.

	In Emilia’s ear, Rico’s voice grunted “Bueno?” For a wild moment she wondered if Kurt was right. But if she couldn’t trust Rico there was no one else. Kurt Rucker waited as she told Rico what had happened and what they needed him to do.

	 

	☼

	 

	They reassembled the Suburban and its counterfeit load and abandoned it on a little rocky outcropping along the Carretera Escénica about two miles past the gate to the Palacio Real. Kurt removed the alternator belt just as Rico drove up at the wheel of an old libre taxi. Emilia and Kurt jumped in the back.

	The taxi was one of thousands and attracted no attention as it puttered up to the privada gate. Unlike last night, the army checkpoint was in place. The sergeant studied Emilia’s badge before gesturing to his corporal to open the gate. Rico chafed in the small vehicle but maintained his cover.

	The brakes on the old taxi strained against the steep pitch of the road as they passed the carefully manicured foliage of the luxury villas. With spectacular views and Punta Diamante’s calm water, the villas cost tens of millions of pesos. Several Hollywood stars had homes there, as did many of Mexico’s entertainment and business elite.

	As Kurt climbed out of the taxi in his stained khakis and rumpled shirt the uniformed doorman and bellhops of the Palacio Real swarmed around him. The reception only confirmed the gulf between Emilia and a man like that.

	More staff materialized, all smartly dressed, the women in blue floral dresses, the men in stone-colored slacks and coordinating floral shirts. Señor Rooker, we were so worried . . . Señor Rooker, we had a problem with . . . Señor Rooker, you need to call . . .

	Kurt stepped away from the throng and met Emilia’s eyes. She smiled tightly. He gave her a little salute and went into the hotel, his entourage clustering around.

	Through the glass doors Emilia could see a wide lobby open to the ocean. A long bar angled along one side. A mosaic façade spelled out Pasodoble in shiny blue tiles. People in clean, white clothes carried cool drinks as they walked by the grand piano.

	“Not your kind, chica,” Rico said.

	He put the car in gear, and they started the long painful drive up the steep road to the highway.

	 



CHAPTER 3

	E


	milia woke up slowly. Her muscles were a train wreck under the rough wool blanket. She slowly rolled onto her side to check the time and groaned. It was 7:00 am. Rico would be there in an hour to pick her up.

	In the bright light of morning, it was all too easy to second-guess yesterday’s events. They’d left the Suburban loaded with counterfeit cash where anyone coming for Kurt Rucker would find it. But what if someone else stole the money first? Or towed away the non-functioning vehicle?

	If the Suburban disappeared, she and Rico would be in serious trouble.

	More importantly, who had set up the ambush on the highway? Was Kurt Rucker still in danger? Was she?

	Emilia washed her face in the restroom, considering all the angles. She and Rico had cooked up a plausible story to use in case the car was gone. Emilia was to say that the car had broken down late at night after dropping off Rucker. She hadn’t been able to get a tow truck because it was too late and too far out of town, so she’d called Rico for help. He couldn’t figure out what was wrong, so he’d driven her home. They’d come back to get the car with a tow truck in the morning, but the car was gone. If Lt. Inocente decided they’d displayed poor judgment and referred their case to the union for arbitration, both Emilia and Rico could lose their jobs.

	She pulled on a clean tee and jeans, unable to shake her growing anxiety. The story sounded like so much bullshit. Emilia hastily kissed the fingertips of her right hand and pressed them to the crucifix above her bed. “Jesu Cristo, ayudame,” she murmured.

	As Emilia headed downstairs, she heard her mother’s voice. Sophia invariably was up early, talking to herself as she made coffee and chilaquiles or sticky rolls for breakfast.

	Emilia crossed the small living room, feeling the familiar shiver of pride at the color television and upholstered sofa and loveseat that had all come from the Liverpool department store. The yellow concrete block house was small and neat, with two bedrooms and a restroom upstairs and a front room, kitchen, and extra toilet on the main level. There wasn’t a lot of furniture but what they had was the best quality that Emilia could afford and there was a real stove with an oven and hot water whenever she or her mother Sophia turned on the faucet.

	She pushed open the door to the kitchen. “Good morning, Mama,” she said.

	Sophia was at the counter, slim and attractive, her long dark hair roped into the usual braid down her back. She wore plastic flip-flops and a flowered apron over a dress with an equally cheerful print. Most people assumed Sophia was Emilia’s older sister rather than her mother.

	She handed Emilia a mug of hot coffee, her smooth, unlined face wreathed into a smile. “Good morning, niña.”

	“Thanks, Mama.” Emilia was about to raise the mug to her lips when she realized there was a third person in the kitchen.

	A strange man sat at the table drinking coffee. There was a plate next to him with the remnants of breakfast. He was probably in his mid-50’s, with a defeated droop to his shoulders. His clothes were old and worn and not very clean. Emilia knew without asking that he’d been sleeping on the street.

	“Who’s your friend, Mama?” Emilia asked softly.

	Sophia moved to the table and put her hand on his. “You don’t know?” she asked.

	“Mama.” Emilia kept her voice even. “Who is this?”

	“This is Ernesto!” Sophia exclaimed, her smile widening with pride.

	“You must be Emilia,” the man said. His diction was uneducated, and his voice was raspy. A gap showed where a lower tooth was missing. He gestured at the coffee maker on the small counter with his hands calloused from a lifetime of manual labor. “Thank you for inviting me into your home.”

	“Mama?” Emilia pressed.

	“We were at the mercado,” Sophia said.

	Emilia swallowed down her impatience. Any pressure invariably made her mother cry. “You went already at the mercado this morning, Mama?”

	“Yes, that’s where I found Ernesto,” Sophia said, emphasizing the man’s name. She took his mug and scurried to the coffee maker to top it up.

	Her mother was glowing, Emilia realized, and not with the vague uncertainty she usually projected, but with a rare air of assurance.

	When Sophia gave the cup back to Ernesto, Emilia caught her mother by the upper arm. “I’m glad you have a new friend, Mama, but you should have asked me before bringing strangers into the house.”

	The man shuffled to his feet with a sort of threadbare dignity. “Forgive me, señorita. I am Ernesto Cruz. Your mother was kind enough to offer me the hospitality of your house.”

	“Ernesto’s not just a friend,” Sophia gushed, her arm still firmly in Emilia’s grasp.

	“I’ll work in return for her kindness,” the man said. He indicated a large wooden crate and bulging knapsack on the floor by the table. “I have a grinding wheel. I sharpen knives and scissors for whoever needs it.”

	“Is that why you’re here? My mother asked you to sharpen something?” Emilia frowned.

	Every few months the local knife grinder usually set up his grinding wheel on a busy street corner a few blocks away. He sang or shouted to call attention to his presence and the neighborhood brought items to be sharpened. It was a social event when he came, a reason to gossip as the sparks flew and blunt steel was honed and polished. Each sharpened item cost a few pesos. But the grinder never came into anyone’s house unless there was something large to be sharpened, like a meat slicer or an office paper cutter.

	Sophia laughed. “Emilia, you are being so silly,” she cried. “This is my Ernesto.”

	“Your Ernesto?”

	“Ernesto Cruz. Your father.”

	“Mama!” Emilia exclaimed. This obvious vagrant was not the father who had died years ago. Whatever was going on, this was not the morning for it. “What’s going on?”

	Sophia’s face was bright with happiness. “My Ernesto has come back to me.”

	“Señor.” Emilia addressed the man still standing by the table. “Your name is Ernesto Cruz?”

	“Yes,” he said. He nodded once at her, clearly understanding that something was not right.

	“Stay there, señor,” Emilia ordered. She placed an arm around her mother and steered her toward the kitchen door. “Mama, let’s go in the other room and have a little talk.”

	The man calling himself Ernesto Cruz slid back into the kitchen chair and wrapped his hands possessively around the cup of coffee.

	“Not now.” Sophia shrugged off Emilia’s arm and gazed lovingly at the knife grinder. “Your father’s home and I promised to make tamales. Get an apron and you can help me.”

	Emilia’s eyes flew from her mother to Ernesto. He shook his head slightly.

	Sophia began to unload the plastic bags on the counter. “I’m going to make sopa de mariscos and tamales to celebrate.” She showed Emilia a handful of corn husks before she dumped them into the sink. “Look! So nice. Señora Cardona knew that today was the day Ernesto was coming home.”

	Emilia propelled Sophia out of the kitchen and up the stairs. Sophia whimpered a little, as she always did when Emilia took charge.

	The two women made it to the top of the stairs and Emilia guided them into her mother’s bedroom. It was as small and spare as Emilia’s own, with the same white cotton curtains and bed below a crucifix. In contrast with Emilia’s room, however, the walls of Sophia’s were lined with clothes. There was no proper closet and so they’d attached hooks to the walls. Sophia’s dresses lined the walls like a vertical garden of color and texture.

	Emilia plunked her mother on the bed, then closed the bedroom door and leaned against it.

	“Really, Emilia,” Sophia said breathlessly. “I have to start cooking.”

	“Mama,” Emilia said, wondering how difficult this conversation was going to be and how fast she could get through it. “That man downstairs is not my father. You know that don’t you?”

	Sophia’s eyes were wide and dark and trusting. “His name is Ernesto Cruz.”

	Emilia knelt in front of her mother and took Sophia’s hands in hers. “Mama, there are probably hundreds of people in Mexico named Ernesto Cruz. He’s just one of them.”

	“He’s Ernesto Cruz. Your father is Ernesto Cruz.” Sophia frowned. “Don’t you think I’d know my own husband’s name?”

	“This Ernesto Cruz was never married to you, Mama.” Emilia’s eyes filled with tears as bewilderment spread across Sophia’s face.

	They’d had this type of conversation before when Sophia got mixed up, although this time, the situation was serious. “He’s a knife grinder you met in the mercado,” Emilia said gently “You don’t know anything about him. Where he’s from, why he’s homeless, if he’s a criminal.”

	“He’s my husband Ernesto Cruz,” Sophia said stubbornly. She pulled a hand away to find the end of her braid. She wound it through her fingers, a nervous habit that surfaced when things got too difficult to understand.

	Tía Lourdes told stories of how smart and witty Sophia had been as a young girl, but Emilia had never known that young girl.

	“No, Mama, he’s not” Emilia said. “For all we know he’s married to somebody else.”

	“Stop it!” Sophia pulled away so abruptly that Emilia was caught off balance. She wobbled and banged backwards into the wall.

	“Mama--.”

	“I won’t stand for this sort of disrespect,” Sophia shouted.

	“Mama, if he was my father, I would be glad.” Emilia scrambled to a sitting position on the floor, her head still ringing. “I swear I would. But that’s not going to happen. My father died a long time ago and that man downstairs is some stranger you found wandering in the mercado. Nothing is going to change that.”

	“You father is waiting for me,” Sophia said, calm again. “He said he would sharpen my sewing scissors.”

	They stared at each other for a long moment, Sophia defiant, Emilia at a total loss for words.

	Sophia opened the bedroom door and walked out.

	Emilia heard her mother call out “Ernesto.” The knife grinder’s voice filtered indistinctly up the stairs. Emilia hauled herself to her feet and ran into her own bedroom as her cell phone vibrated angrily on the bedside table.

	“Where are you?” Rico demanded as soon as she answered. “I’ve been outside for ten minutes.”

	“Madre de Dios,” Emilia swore. This day was shaping up to be a shitstorm from start to finish.

	She begged Rico for three more minutes, slung on her shoulder holster, found her loafers, clipped her hair into a messy twist and pulled on her denim jacket. Downstairs, Sophia and Ernesto were still in the kitchen.

	“I’m going to work now, Mama,” Emilia said.

	Sophia nodded vaguely, happily soaking vegetables in an iodine bath. Emilia moved to the table where Ernesto was unpacking his grinding wheel. She bent down so he could see the gun under her jacket.

	“I’m police,” Emilia said, her voice too low for anyone but Ernesto to hear. “My cousins are police, too. If you’ve done anything, we’ll know. If anything goes missing from the house, we’re blaming you.”

	Ernesto drew back. “No, I swear.”

	Emilia jerked her chin at him, letting him know she would believe only what she saw. “My mother may have invited you into our house. And she might be a little confused about who you are. But I’m not. And to be very clear. You’re not welcome in her bed. Or mine.”

	 



CHAPTER 4

	T


	he Suburban had been dismantled and reassembled but the body panels weren’t replaced properly. The rear fenders hung at an awkward angle and the doors were stuck. The shot-out rear window marked it as an abandoned wreck.

	The money was gone.

	Rico raised the hood and began replacing the alternator belt.

	Below them, Punta Diamante dazzled in the sunshine. The bay-within-a-bay was endlessly blue and serene, waiting for rich turistas.

	Kurt Rucker was in his hotel; so close yet so far away. Maybe having his breakfast, his clothes cleaned and pressed by the hotel staff. Maybe on the telephone in his office.

	No doubt, he’d already forgotten the terrifying moments when their hands were locked together on the steering wheel as the truck full of sicarios chased the Suburban. Forgotten telling her about working on a farm.

	Forgotten her.

	The sound of crying lifted on the warm salty breeze.

	“Did you hear that?” Rico asked. He closed the hood and wiped his hands on his trousers.

	Emilia walked back to the Suburban and nearly had a stroke.

	A small boy about 5 years old was huddled on the floor of the back seat, partially concealed by a dirty blanket. Both of his hands were swathed in bloody bandages.

	“Rico!” Emilia shouted and somehow manage to wrench open the rear passenger door. The child cringed, his face contorted in fear and pain.

	Emilia eased herself onto the floor next to him. Bits of glass were everywhere. The child lifted his hands in their bloodstained bandages to ward her off. Emilia realized with a jolt that his thumbs were missing.

	“It’s all right,” she breathed. “I’m going to take you home.”

	“Rayos.” Rico leaned over the front seat. “It’s the child from Ixtapa. The kidnapping from Ixtapa.”

	The boy’s face crumpled. “I want to go home,” he sobbed.

	Emilia pulled him close. She rocked him as he cried, her own body shaking as she remembered the message that came with the severed head in the blue bucket.

	The small one cannot wait long.

	 

	☼

	 

	For the next two weeks Emilia felt as if she was watching events from the other side of a magical mirror. The child was from a wealthy family and the media trumpeted the rare successful return of a kidnap victim, playing and replaying the story that the police had received a tip from an anonymous informant and followed directions to leave a car parked by the road.

	There was no mention of counterfeit money or the Hudsons or the late Alejandro Ruiz Garcia or Kurt Rucker. For their protection, as was standard procedure, neither Emilia nor Rico was identified in the press.

	Surprisingly, Lt. Inocente swallowed the story without question when Emilia and Rico showed up with the traumatized child. He signed a requisition to tow the Suburban back to the impound yard without comment.

	Emilia spoke to Kurt once. A call to tell him about the kidnapping. She stammered through an account of finding the child, Kurt’s voice making her feel unaccountably foolish and unsettled, then abruptly ended the conversation.

	She didn’t have much to say, anyway. There was no follow-up to the kidnapping; she and Rico had been told in no uncertain terms that the case belonged to Ixtapa, not to Acapulco. They would not investigate.

	At the same time, the Ruiz murder investigation dropped to the bottom of Lt. Inocente’s list. Emilia and Rico tried to find out which army sergeant was supposed to have worked the Palacio Real privada the night Ruiz’s head had been found but met with a brick wall.

	Emilia had the serial numbers, but none of the fake ransom money turned up.

	The lull in work let her reopen the black binder she kept in a desk drawer. She’d been compiling a scrapbook of Las Perdidas--lost women--for several years. Her binder held 52 names, women from the area whose lives had been reduced to a grainy photo and a sketchy biography. Most of their stories were sadly similar; young women from the poorest barrios, prostitutes, low-wage earners with little education. Some had been reported as missing to the police but more often Emilia found them in advertisements that their families or a charity placed in the newspaper.

	When she could, Emilia combed news reports and available official records in the hopes of finding out what had happened to them. Mostly she turned up nothing.

	In the two years Emilia had been a detective, she’d resolved only one Perdida. The woman was found beaten to death and the body dumped near a beach at Playa Olvidada. Her killer was unknown.

	Things had settled down at home, too. Ernesto Cruz disappeared after eating Sophia’s tamales and sharpening the sewing scissors. When Emilia asked where he’d gone, Sophia merely replied, “To work.”

	Her mother wasn’t upset. Emilia hoped the strange episode was over. 

	On Tuesday morning, Lt. Inocente called a rare meeting of all detectives. They stood in a knot in the middle of the squadroom, joking in low voices as they waited for el teniente to come out of his office and tell them what was going on. Emilia talked with those few who’d gotten used to having her around.

	When Lt. Inocente walked out of his office, everyone fell silent. El teniente held up a clipboard, his usual weapon of choice. “I have a letter here to read.”

	He cleared his throat. “This letter of commendation goes to Detectives Ricardo Portillo and Emilia Cruz Encinos for the recovery of Bernardo Estragon Morelos da Gama. The child was rescued by the detectives from unknown kidnappers and will make a full recovery from his ordeal. Although we have asked for privacy from the media and well-wishers, the Morelos da Gama family extends heartfelt gratitude and this reward to these two outstanding Acapulco detectives.”

	There were a few snickers and a desultory round of applause led by Franco Silvio, the most senior detective. Lt. Inocente handed Emilia an envelope. Rico’s face bloomed into a huge grin as he accepted his own.

	The day went on. Rico locked his envelope in his desk drawer and Emilia did the same even as she thought how to spend the cash. Maybe a new dress for church. Some fancy shoes that would remind her that she was still female. An appointment at a hair salon with her mother, maybe convince Sophia to cut some off.

	Rico snapped his fingers. Emilia’s daydream scattered like foam on the edge of a cresting wave.

	At noon Lt. Inocente dropped the keys to Kurt Rucker’s SUV on her desk. “Call him and tell him to pick it up today. The paperwork’s ready.” El teniente’s gaze included both Emilia and Rico. “That anonymous tip paid off. You should open the reward.”

	He’d said it like an order. Both Emilia and Rico unlocked their desk drawers and took out the envelopes.

	Emilia opened hers and saw five hundred very familiar Estados Unidos dollars with small images of a norteamericano president.

	Her heart beat so fast that for a moment her vision blurred.

	“Congratulations,” el teniente said.

	“Thank you,” Emilia said.

	Rico’s face set in a blank smile. Lt. Inocente returned to his office.

	Without changing expression, Rico stared at Emilia until his meaning was clear. She made a conscious effort to relax her face muscles and breathe. Rico finally gave a barely imperceptible nod and replaced his money in the drawer.

	Emilia put the money in her pocket before finding Kurt Rucker’s business card. She called and left a message with the hotel that he should pick up his car at the police station.

	He came a few hours later. Two weeks hadn’t changed him, although in jeans and a black polo shirt, his arms seemed more tanned and muscular than she remembered.

	“You need to sign some paperwork,” Emilia said before he even had a chance to say hello. She stood up with his keys in her hand. “Please follow me.”

	She felt Rico’s eyes on her as she led Kurt out of the squadroom and down the hallway. They went past the holding cell guards and Emilia smiled and shot the guards with her thumb and forefinger. At the impound counter she asked the secretary for the paperwork. They waited for a few painful minutes; Emilia acutely aware of the man beside her.

	The secretary finished her cigarette, lounged over to a file cabinet, licked her fingers and pulled a file out of a drawer. She studied the contents, wrinkling her brow in concern at the typed form. Eventually she replaced the file in the drawer, licked her fingers again and found another.

	His was the fourth one. The secretary thumbed through it, left it on her desk, and disappeared through a doorway into an interior office.

	“Probably hasn’t worked here long,” Kurt observed.

	“Sixteen years,” Emilia said.

	The secretary came back holding a light blue plastic bucket with a metal handle and a red handgrip, one of millions sold in mercados across Mexico. She thrust it at Kurt along with the paperwork to sign. “You’re to take this,” she said.

	Emilia felt the message like a physical blow.

	Kurt signed the paperwork. It was duly stamped with the authority of the police, the city of Acapulco, the police union, the state of Guerrero, and the self-importance of the secretary. When everything was in order, Kurt was finally handed the holy form giving him permission to take his car off police property.

	He took the bucket as well.

	Emilia pushed open the door to the impound yard. The late afternoon heat pressed against the rows of cars. The yard appeared deserted. Kurt stopped walking and turned to Emilia.

	Before he could say anything, she handed him the reward envelope.

	Kurt put down the bucket and opened the envelope. Emilia saw surprise cross his face at the sight of the bills. “Where’d you get this?” he asked.

	“From el teniente.” Emilia heard the bitterness in her voice. “Our reward for solving the kidnapping of that poor child.”

	“Your lieutenant called off the army that night, didn’t he?” Kurt asked. “He’s a dirty cop, Emilia. He might be the kidnapper.”

	“If he is, he was paid in counterfeit,” Emilia said. “Just like this reward.”

	“You have to report him.” He shoved the money back into the envelope.

	“Report Lieutenant Inocente?” Emilia laughed, a short bark that came out like a sob. “Who would I report him to? The army officers he paid off? The chief of police who chose him for the job? The union official who gets a take? Which of them would protect me?”

	“They can’t all be dirty,” Kurt said and handed back the envelope.

	“I’m the one holding the fake money.” Emilia jammed the envelope into the back pocket of her jeans. “The chica detective nobody wanted in the first place.”

	Kurt stared at her as the truth sank in. “There’s got to be something.”

	“It’ll be like it always is,” Emilia said harshly. “A few clean cops, a few dirty ones. Some get rich and some get dead and you hope the cartels don’t win in the end.”

	Kurt touched her cheek. “Are you scared?”

	Emilia shrugged; her throat tight.

	“Don’t go anywhere alone with that lieutenant, Emilia,” Kurt said. “He’s playing a dangerous game. You don’t know who he’s in with.”

	“I’ll do my job.”

	“Have dinner with me,” Kurt said. “Come down to the hotel and we’ll sit by the beach. We’ll figure something out.”

	The sun was low in the sky, sending streaks of silver light across the roofs of the parked cars. Emilia tried to imagine herself explaining a relationship with this gringo man to her mother. To Rico. To her cousins.

	“There’s nothing to figure out,” she said, forcing the words out. “It’s like they always say. ‘Poor Mexico. So far from God, so close to los Estados Unidos.’”

	There was a movement at the open door to the shed by the impound yard gate. A uniformed cop came out and stood where he could see them.

	Kurt looked around. Emilia followed his gaze to his green SUV in the second row of vehicles.

	Neither moved to shake hands.

	“Goodbye,” Emilia said.

	Kurt turned away. Emilia watched him go. As he passed between the rows of cars, the light blue plastic bucket dangled from his fingertips.

	She went back inside the police station and blundered into the public restroom. The latch on the door of the farthest stall was blurry as she struggled to lock it.

	Once the stall door was closed, Emilia yanked the envelope out of her pocket. She would rip those maldita bills unto bits, flush them down the toilet, and deny she’d ever seen them.

	She opened the envelope, and her tears gave way to an unexpected gulp of laughter.

	Alongside the counterfeit money was a fancy laminated coupon for a free drink at the Palacio Real hotel bar.

	☼

	Late that afternoon Lt. Inocente came into the restroom again. Like before he didn’t say a word, just peed into the urinal and watched in the mirror as Emilia hauled up her jeans. She ignored him as she tucked the toilet paper roll under her arm, marched over to the sink, washed her hands and left the restroom with her head held high.

	Fifteen minutes later, Lt. Inocente came back to the squadroom, looking at nothing as he passed Emilia’s desk on the way to his office.

	 



CHAPTER 5

	N


	ew assignments for the detective unit came in as messages from the police dispatcher. They were recorded on a form that Lt. Inocente attached to a clipboard and kept in his office. During the day he handed out assignments as he saw fit. The best cases invariably went to Gomez and Castro or Macias and Sandor. Emilia and Rico got the fewest and the least complicated.

	The day after Kurt picked up his car Silvio handed out the new assignments instead of Lt. Inocente. El teniente’s office door was closed.

	“Got something for you two.” Silvio rested his hip against the edge of Emilia’s desk, bumping her nameplate. The most senior detective was a dense hardbodied man in his early forties with hooded eyes, a perpetual scowl, and a gray crew cut. A blunt nose and scar tissue around his eyes betrayed his early youth as a heavyweight boxer. People were generally close-mouthed about him; Silvio inspired fear.

	Emilia wasn’t totally immune.

	Silvio’s partner was Fuentes, the newest detective. A recent college graduate, too. Silvio’s previous partner had been killed shortly before Emilia joined the detective ranks. Wisps of rumors floated around but mostly nobody talked about what happened. Not even Rico.

	“We’re still on the Ruiz murder case.” Rico came around his desk to stand by Emilia.

	“Everybody else is on ten others.” Silvio pulled a dispatch form off the clipboard. “You know where the Palacio Real hotel is, right? Powerboat found drifting off the hotel beach.”

	“A boat?” Rico took the form from the other detective. “What are we, a couple of fucking lifeguards?”

	“Hotel chef called it in. Said there was blood on the side of the boat.” Silvio pushed himself off Emilia’s desk. “Water Patrol’s been notified. They’ll meet you there.”

	He walked over to Castro and Gomez, consulting the clipboard as he went.

	Rico glared at Emilia. “Madre de Dios,” he hissed. “If this is a set up so you can--.”

	“Shut up,” Emilia mouthed. She plucked the dispatch form out of Rico’s hand. There it was. Palacio Real Hotel, Punta Diamante.

	She didn’t know whether to laugh with happiness or tell Rico she was sick and go without her.

	Rico threw on his leather jacket. Emilia unlocked her desk drawer, took out her shoulder bag and led the way out of the squadroom.

	 

	☼

	 

	As Emilia watched, the Water Patrol boat nosed in next to the sleek maroon speedboat. A Patrol officer threw a line over the side of the drifting craft and pulled the two boats together. Both hulls pitched with the motion. Another officer clambered over the side and dropped onto the deck of the speedboat.

	The air was a mix of motor oil and sea salt. Seagulls screeched overhead as they wheeled over the rolling water.

	The Water Patrol supervisor stood next to Emilia. She gave a start when the radio in his hand crackled to life.

	The words were
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