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				“JadeAnne heads to Mexico City for a break from her partner and now ex-boyfriend. But her sharp intelligence, curiosity and inability to stay in her own lane land her in a snarl of trouble. In short order she’s evading cartel thugs, uncovering a human trafficking network and confronting high-level Mexican politicos with questionable connections, all in a lushly realized setting one can just about smell. And taste—JadeAnne might be in the middle of a gunfight, but she’s never immune to the temptation of a good plate of tacos al pastor. She and her loyal dog Pepper are a team you can’t but cheer for.”
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				“This is a blowout of a story. It starts on the backroads of Mexico in the middle of the night—just a woman, a dog, and Mexican Banditos—and escalates from there. If you are looking for a fast-paced, action-filled thriller about the adventures of a young PI and her lethal but well-trained dog, this will be your cup of tea. Or should I say Margarita? Jack Reacher step aside. You have met your match in JadeAnne Stone.
			

			
				 
			

			
				JC Miller, author of the bestseller, Vacation
			

			
				A routine investigation takes a mysterious, chilling turn when JadeAnne is abducted at gunpoint then deposited in an opulent, albeit creepy manor. Moment-by-moment, her story unfolds in real time as she experiences the sights, sounds and myriad flavors of Mexico, the underworld of political corruption and high-stakes criminal activity roiling beneath the surface. When nothing is as it appears, and no one can be trusted, Jade's adrenaline surges—her mettle is tested. Told with humor and humility, grit and beauty, this page turner delivers. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Judy Penz Sheluk, Amazon international bestselling author
			

			
				In her debut mystery novel, Author Ana Manwaring offers up more twists and turns than a Mexican rattlesnake. Fast paced, with well-crafted characters and a strong female lead, there’s plenty to like about this world of power, politics, and Mexican money laundering. I especially enjoyed the strong sense of place, which Manwaring uses to great effect. Well worth adding to you TBR pile.
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				A Whorehouse of Her Own
			

			
				Wednesday, August 22, 2007
			

			
				Aguirre’s town car jerked to the curb and stopped, knocking me into the door handle and sending X-ACTO knives into my healing gunshot wound. What if the Zeta thugs had followed us from the hospital? We had something they’d paid for—me. And from what I’d heard, that group would stop at nothing to get me back. No, Quint—Dad—wouldn’t let them get near me, would he? How would I know what my long-lost parent would or would not do? I’d only met him eleven days before, but his concern for me while I was in the hospital seemed genuine. I’d go with that. But Dad was still hard to say.
			

			
				“Can I open my eyes now?” I asked.
			

			
				“Wait a bit, girl. The surprise isn’t quite ready,” he said as he slid out, slamming the door behind him.
			

			
				I slumped down in my seat and pain seared my ribs again. Shouldn’t they have kept me in the hospital for a few more days? Or at least given me pain killers? Tylenol wasn’t cutting it. The Zeta bullet had furrowed a trough deep enough to plant cabbages. They didn’t even sew it up. I’d have a scar for sure. Either an interesting conversation hook or the end of bikinis for me.
			

			
				Where did Quint go? I didn’t need to sit in a hot car with my eyes squeezed shut for some absent father’s surprise. I needed my dog and the elegant safety of my room at Senator Aguirre’s high-rise apartment building in Colonia Polanco. There I’d be safe. I opened one eye.
			

			
				Quint popped my door open and took my hand. “You’re cheating. Slide out.”
			

			
				I squeezed my eyes closed again and clasped my sweaty palm into his calloused paw. All I’d seen in my brief scan was a ubiquitous bougainvillea-covered wall and the shadow of an iron gate. “Where are we, Quint?”
			

			
				“You’ll see.”
			

			
				“Not with my eyes closed.”
			

			
				I lurched against my father’s wiry frame as I tripped over an uneven cobble. He snaked his hand around my back to steady me. “Careful,” he said to the squeaky whine of the gate opening. “All right then—on the count of three. One... two... ”
			

			
				I heard birds twittering from the trees. The smells of gardenias and freshly mown grass overpowered the stench of smoggy Mexico City.
			

			
				“Three!”
			

			
				I opened my eyes. Behind my father rose a three-story pink stucco house roofed in red tile. Rustic-looking wooden shutters and lintels flanked the windows and black wrought iron grillwork. Ivy grew up one side, twining into the balconies, and geraniums trailed from window boxes in brilliant reds, oranges and pinks. Shrubs and flowers crowded around the foundation and the high wall surrounding the property and purple jacaranda petals drifted onto the narrow lawn in the slight breeze. I gasped and inhaled the heady scent.
			

			
				“This isn’t Polanco, is it? Where in the hell are we?”
			

			
				“Calle Amores in Del Valle. Number 1060. I’ve rented it.”
			

			
				A chorus of barks and yips rang above a rhythmic percussion of paws. Pepper beelined toward me from the front door, a golden retriever on his heels and six golden puppies tumbling behind.
			

			
				“Pepper!” I flung my arms open to my dog and winced at the hot stab in my side as he jumped to his hind legs and I caught him into a hug. Pepper’s long tongue slathered my face with doggie kisses while Maya danced around my knees. “You rescued Maya!” I beamed at Quint and let Pepper go, gingerly crouching to hug the dog who saved my life then to tickle her wiggling brood.
			

			
				“We’re home, JadeAnne. Come on, let me show you around,” he said as he dragged me back to my feet.
			

			
				I scooped up one of the squirming pups and tucked it under my arm. “Home? I thought we were going back to the senator’s condo. What happened?”
			

			
				“After you were taken to the hospital, I went back to get the dogs—”
			

			
				“—the others? In the kennel? What about the ones in the veterinarian hospital?”
			

			
				“Slow down, Jade. One thing at a time. The vet took over and all the dogs are fine. I grabbed Maya and the pups, and went back to Aguirre’s. The puppies pushed him over the top. You know how he is about dogs; he barely tolerates Pepper. The senator has thrown us out,” he said as a grin broke across his face. “Lucky for us, his family owns this place and it was empty.”
			

			
				“You mean Lidia. I don’t trust that woman. Aguirre’s mother has something to do with this mess.”
			

			
				“That’s what we’re going to find out, ain’t it?” Quint said.
			

			
				“Oh, so you agree.”
			

			
				“I didn’t say that, but even the senator knows she owns a working brothel.”
			

			
				“Senator Aguirre’s mother is connected to the Zetas cartel somehow, I’m sure of it.” As I voiced my suspicion, it sounded ludicrous. She was a society matron. A Grand Dame with adult grandchildren.
			

			
				We entered to the brightly tiled lobby with stairs and an elevator leading to the living area above the street. It reminded me of Anibal’s house in Condesa. The polished door to the left must lead into the garage where, I supposed, my combi was housed. “Where’s my bus?”
			

			
				He pointed. “She’s got her own barn. Let’s go up.” He scooped the rest of the puppies into his arms and toed the door open with a you first nod of his head.
			

			
				I headed up behind Pepper and Maya, who looked pretty chummy, wincing with each step as my unused muscles pulled over my ribs under the bullet burn.
			

			
				“I’m out of shape,” I said to the dogs.
			

			
				At the top of the stairs, the dogs nosed the door open to reveal a smiling Señora Pérez, Anibal Aguirre’s housekeeper. My heart stopped. Fear and rage exploded in my gut; I spun to flee, and smacked into my father. He steadied me.
			

			
				“Buenos días, señorita. Bienvenidos. ¿Esta bien?” she asked. 
			

			
				“Thanks, Mrs. Pérez. I’m better,” I said over her prattle as she ushered me into the kitchen.
			

			
				“What’s she doing here?” I hissed at Quint.
			

			
				“She’s worked miracles with Lily,” he replied.
			

			
				“Yeah, she was kind to me too, but—”
			

			
				“But nothing. She came with the house. After the fire, and Anibal’s presumed death, she needed a job.”
			

			
				My head swiveled toward Quint. “Presumed? I thought you’d...”
			

			
				Señora Pérez glanced at me for a beat as she busied herself at the stove preparing tiny quesedillas on a comal. “I think she speaks English,” I mouthed, watching her intently. Coincidence? Or was she Señora Lidia’s spy? I hadn’t been able to prove it at the house in Condesa. I’d stay on my guard here.
			

			
				“All right then. Let me show you to your room.”
			

			
				“My things?”
			

			
				“All upstairs. The vest too. You should have been wearing that.”
			

			
				“Don’t nag me, Quint. I was having lunch in the Colonia with a gentleman. It was a date. How was I supposed to know the bastard planned to kidnap me and sell me into the sex trade?” My laugh sounded shrill and my muscles tensed; I wasn’t over this. Would I ever be? And why did they want me? My Vietnamese build and complexion? Aren’t I too old for the trade?
			

			
				He snorted and his lips flattened into disgust, but he kept quiet.
			

			
				The stairwell up to the second floor was narrower than that from the ground floor to the kitchen, and it exuded an odor of panting dog and dust. We were quite a parade of feet kicking it up out of the carpet. I sneezed. “Does Señora Pérez vacuum?”
			

			
				“She just got here today. Give her a break,” he replied and set the puppies onto the floor. I put down the two I carried, and they clustered around Maya, peeping and jostling for a teat.
			

			
				Quint gestured to the end of the hallway. “That’s your suite. I’m on the other side. That door is Lily’s.” He pointed to a door on the left.
			

			
				“Lily is here?” A wash of guilt engulfed me. “Isn’t she under the Embassy’s protection?”
			

			
				“Long story JadeAnne. She’s here under the senator’s protection.”
			

			
				“A lot of protection that is,” I muttered as I surveyed the rose-colored room. “Very, uh, girlie. Whose bedroom was this?”
			

			
				“A furnished rental, Jade. I thought you liked Louis XV.” He laughed. “It’s pretty awful, ain’t it.”
			

			
				“Maybe Lily would like it. She’s only fifteen. Princess rooms might still appeal to her. Where is she, anyway?”
			

			
				“Nah, she’s got her own pink room and bath, and she hides away there most of the time.” He frowned before grinning. “You get a sitting room too— Look.” He pushed through a silk-draped doorway and opened the door into a den of red velvet accented with gilt trim. Everywhere. Antique oil lamps dotted the black lacquered writing desk and spindly occasional tables.
			

			
				I aimed my finger down my throat and made gagging noises. “My own bordello.”
			

			
				“That’s about the size of it. This was the madam’s suite.”
			

			
				“You’re kidding me, right?”
			

			
				“The girls’ cribs are smaller, but some have bathrooms. Lily gets one en suite.” He imitated a bad French accent.
			

			
				“Doesn’t this shout out something revealing about our landlady? Maybe Madam Consuelo did the decorating.”
			

			
				“The senator said he evicted the tenant when he found out what was going on.”
			

			
				“I assume he fumigated?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				I closed Maya and her pups into the “bordello,” shutting the door behind me and laying down on the bed. Pepper jumped up, and I wondered if whoever belonged to the frilly dotted Swiss coverlet would mind a shedding dog sprawled across it. I’d have to do something about the decor, but then, would I be here long enough to bother? Maybe now was a good time to go home. Before I got shot again. That idea creeped me out and totally pissed me off. I sat up, disturbing Pepper. He furrowed his brow.
			

			
				“It’s okay boy. I’m not leaving, just thinking.”
			

			
				He woofed softly and nuzzled into my hands. I stroked his head. He sighed and grinned.
			

			
				I kissed one of his silky ears. “I’m happy to see you too. I missed you.”
			

			
				Pepper wagged.
			

			
				“But what are we going to do? Can we turn our backs on Lily? It’s my fault her little sister is dead. If I’d just let them go in the helicopter with the rest of the kids...”
			

			
				I thought back to the day Anibal Aguirre, the senator’s half-brother, and I discovered twenty-three filthy children, ranging from six to fifteen, cowering in an airless prison carved from the rock of Mount Ajusco in a southern district of La Capital. We sprang them from their jail, and Anibal called his contact for a helicopter. I slammed my fist into a pillow. “How was I so stupid?” I’d believed Anibal was a DEA agent fighting against the drug cartels. At my insistence, he boarded all but the two American girls, Lily and Evie, and the rest lifted off to safety as the traffickers launched an attack on the house. We escaped, but that time when I was shot, I’d needed stitches. I ran my hand over my shoulder. Almost time to pull them out. He’d convinced me to stay in Mexico to help him avenge the death of his cousin Lura. Why hadn’t I gone home after I found her? That was what I was paid for: find the banker’s missing wife in Ixtapa. Take a vacation. Go home. But I stayed.
			

			
				“I could have lived without this vacation, Pepper.” He wagged but let out a soft whine. “Oh, you too?” I asked.
			

			
				Tears welled and streamed down my cheeks. Lura hadn’t deserved any of what happened.
			

			
				A bolt of energy shot though me, and I sprang up from the bed. I hadn’t deserved any of this either. “He tricked me, Peppi.” Yes, Anibal had meant to sell me into the sex trade from the start, right along with the girls. He was to blame. Anibal might as well have been the man who raped me—he caused it. My skin crawled with the filth I couldn’t wash off. My stomach clenched and I felt the burn of bile rising up my throat. I flopped back onto the bed, curled around Pepper and gasped for air. “He was going to give you to Fernando, Pepper. If he weren’t dead, I’d kill him myself.”
			

			
				Anibal was dead, wasn’t he? All I’d seen was him trussed like a turkey and tossed into the back of the Zeta’s van. “Pepper. What if he isn’t dead? What if he comes back?”
			

			
				Pepper pricked up his ears and turned toward the door. My stomach turned over before I heard the soft knocking and Quint’s voice.
			

			
				“JadeAnne, who are you talking to? You ready to get some lunch and make some plans?”
			

			
				Pepper answered him by bounding off the bed to the door in two leaps. He woofed and Quint took that as come in.
			

			
				“Aren’t you ready?” he asked, scrutinizing my face. “Go wash your face.”
			

			
				What? I wasn’t five. This guy was falling into a parental roll too easily.
			

			
				 
			

			
				After we corralled the puppies into a corner of the kitchen, we leashed the other two and headed out on foot where I took in my new neighborhood. Our house, unlike most of our neighbors’ was free standing on a double lot. Mature trees shaded our wall and the street, and I now noticed two gates set into the iron fencing, one for people, and the other that would admit a vehicle. That one had an electric sensor. The street itself was narrow, lined with mostly three-story buildings; the compact cars and VW bugs parked in front faced south. A one-way street.
			

			
				The dogs strained on their leashes, excited to be out for some fun. “Have the dogs been walked today?” I asked. I’d forgotten my dog-poop bag.
			

			
				“Of course. I’ve kept dogs before.”
			

			
				“Yeah? When?”
			

			
				“Growing up, we had dogs.”
			

			
				I looked up at my father and realized I knew nothing about him. He carried himself like a soldier, but exuded a squirrelly vibe that I mistrusted. Probably exacerbated by the graying red stubble on his chin. He must have been a redhead, or auburn at least. We had that in common. And those startling green eyes—I was staring into my own. “Where’d you grow up?” I asked, cutting off that disconcerting sense of connection I felt looking in his eyes.
			

			
				“I was born in San Francisco in 1950 and lived in North Beach until I was sixteen and I left home for college. I never went back.”
			

			
				I considered that for a moment as we crossed a street. Would I never go back to my childhood home? My parents weren’t anything to crow about, but still, I’d grown up there.
			

			
				“How could you never go home? Don’t you miss your family? Hey, what’s my grandmother’s name?”
			

			
				“Take it easy, I can’t answer everything at once. I only went to Berkeley. UC Berkeley. Mum came to see me every month. The rest of them? I hated my drunk-ass father, and my three older brothers were just like him. Mean. Greedy. Violent. I was the youngest and learned to defend myself early. My studies were my escape. Mum’s dogs were hers. I graduated with degrees in Math and Business Administration in 1970. Got my draft letter the day I graduated.” Quint’s smile warmed me as he continued, “If I hadn’t been drafted, you’d never have been born—whoa Maya, that’s a red light!” he said, and reined in the leash, the moment lost.
			

			
				Pepper sat at the curb patiently as the traffic crawled by. We’d left our quiet neighborhood and emerged into a sunny commercial district. A breeze carried the smell of raw vegetables and I looked around for a market. The light changed and we crossed the street and continued toward the vegetables. “But you said my grandmother lives in Florida. Where? What’s her name?”
			

			
				“Audrey Quint. My father was Morris. He died three years ago, a mean son-of-a-bitch to the end. Mum made me go see him in the hospital before he passed. She hoped we’d reconcile. I hadn’t seen him in thirty-eight years. I never understood why she stayed with him.”
			

			
				“So, no sisters?” I asked.
			

			
				“Yeah, the oldest, but she’d already married and was having babies by the time I came along. Her escape. She was born in Australia—Sydney.” He stopped talking and his fist clenched around the leash, jerking Maya.
			

			
				“Careful, dude,” I said, laying my hand on his tense arm.
			

			
				He blew out a breath and smiled. “Sorry. Thinking about that bastard pisses me off. Dad was a longshoreman. They say he killed a bloke in a tavern brawl and had to pack up the family in a hurry. It was just Mum and my sister then. She died of cancer while I was in ’Nam. I don’t know my cousins.”
			

			
				The smells of fruits and vegetables grew stronger and the traffic congested with both vehicles and pedestrians as we came abreast of the municipal market. “Have you been back to Sydney?”
			

			
				“On assignment. I don’t have people there. Mum’s people came from Perth and they’re all gone. Dad’s? They were drunks and thieves.” He sounded bitter.
			

			
				The aroma of cooking meat set my stomach growling. The dogs tugged against their leashes and Quint picked up his pace. My side hurt, but the doctor had insisted I get exercise.
			

			
				“Here we are.” Quint held the door for me. He already knew the area.
			

			
				I had no idea where we were. I looked at the sign, Don Capitán, as we stepped into a typical Mexican joint with brightly painted wooden tables and chairs. A counter toward the back separated the diners from the grills and al pastor rotisseries. My mouth watered. So did the dogs’.
			

			
				“I can’t believe they let dogs in here.”
			

			
				“This is Del Valle. Dogs go everywhere—like the Condesa. But unlike Condesa, Del Valle is home mainly to families. It’s where the young and hip go to raise their kids after they find their mates in the bars and restaurants of Condesa, Roma, or even Polanco. You’ll find an organic market here too.”
			

			
				He smiled at me, his look a little too hopeful. Did he think I was going to cook and keep house for him? Oh, no. Señora Pérez would do that. Then again, maybe I should take on the cooking. The señora probably would poison us for killing Anibal. Hadn’t he said she was his aunt? Godson?
			

			
				I must have made a face because Quint’s brows furrowed over the top of his menu. “What?” I asked.
			

			
				He shrugged and went back to the menu.
			

			
				“Don’t you worry about having Señora Pérez in the house? What if she’s loyal to Anibal?”
			

			
				“I thought you were thinking about the organic market.” My dad laughed. “Not going to take over the cooking so we can get rid of her?”
			

			
				Was this guy a mind reader? Could he divine how many fingers I mentally held up?
			

			
				The waiter appeared to take our orders. I asked for shrimp al diablo and a Victoria. Quint went for pulpo en tinto, octopus cooked in its ink, and a Coke. Yech.
			

			
				When the waiter scurried off to get our drinks, I asked, “So, Quint, if this is a family district, how did someone operate a whorehouse on Avenida Amores?
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				I’d Recognize His Pointy Head Anywhere
			

			
				I stuffed a tender shrimp into my mouth and my tongue sparked flames. Shrimp al Diablo, no kidding. The chilies took my breath away. I poured beer down my throat to quench the fire. Quint laughed.
			

			
				“It’s hot!” I spluttered and swilled back another ampolleta of Victoria, the lager brewed locally. “The senator’s up to his armpits in all this crap, Quint,” I said, shaking my fork at him as I considered the possibility of Aguirre’s involvement in the human trafficking ring.
			

			
				“You’re not hearing me, Jade. The senator is legit. I’ve said it all along.”
			

			
				I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. Was he really defending the Aguirre family? Pepper sat up and glared at him too, followed by Maya, although she was more interested in making sure Pepper didn’t get the inky rice left on Quint’s plate. She glanced at me with a hopeful grin and wagged.
			

			
				“Sorry girl. All gone.” I showed her my empty plate. She wagged harder, casting her eyes toward Quint.
			

			
				“Get serious, JadeAnne. We have to figure this out. I think you’re wrong about Aguirre. He is what he represents himself to be: an honorable guy doing the best he can for his country, his family and his friends.” Quint gave me the squint-stare. “He considers you a friend. At the least, an ally.”
			

			
				I opened my mouth to lodge my adamant disagreement, but he tossed up his hands, warding off my attack. “I know he blamed you for Lura’s death in Zihuatanejo. He told me he apologized to you. You need to accept it. Look what he’s done for you since; isn’t it enough?”
			

			
				I thought for a moment. The chatter of diners rose around us. “Maybe the senator, more or less, sort of meant he was sorry—”
			

			
				His bearing turned cold. “Christ, girl. He’d just lost his closest relative and still grieves for the deaths of his wife and kids in that car accident. Where’s your compassion? Trust me on this. I’ve known the man far longer than you. He’s a good guy.”
			

			
				“Who grows pot for the American market. Who associates with known criminals.” I crossed my arms over my chest, wincing at the burn, a smug twist to my lips. When you’re right you’re right.
			

			
				“I guarantee in five years states will start legalizing marijuana. No one will care anymore. Now Aguirre funds his campaigns with the profits, and he fights organized crime through his political position. Which criminals are you referring to anyway? His senatorial colleagues? He’s not in anyone’s pocket, I assure you.”
			

			
				I suppressed a giggle and slowly shook my head side to side. Had he forgotten about Aguirre’s family? A bunch of thugs. “Let’s start with Lidia, CEO of the Biggest Little Whorehouse in Pedrigal.”
			

			
				“She’s his mother. Anibal is his brother. Daniel Worthington was his cousin’s husband. Did you expect him to avoid his family? Pretty lonely during the holidays, eh?”
			

			
				I shrugged my shoulders in exasperation. “Okay, I give up. This bickering isn’t going to solve our immediate problem. Are we living in a former brothel owned by Lidia Aguirre? Has she sent Señora Pérez to spy on us? Do her business interests extend beyond running a house of ill repute? I don’t really care if she’s running brothels if her workers are free hires and compensated fairly. But Quint, what if Lidia is behind the trafficking of kids? Did you ever consider that house Anibal took me to might have been hers?”
			

			
				“You’re referring to the place you found the kids?”
			

			
				“Yeah. Anibal wasn’t clear about how he found it. Maybe he always knew. He was disgruntled over his perceived treatment at the hands of Aguirre and Lidia. She was awful toward him at Lura’s funeral and the gathering after. Maybe busting that house was revenge for a lifetime of being treated as a second-class citizen. The poor relative on the doorstep.” I glared at him. I was too aware of feeling second best. I’d grown up with it while my father lived another life—not one with me.
			

			
				“Yeah, your generation studied psychology. Maybe you’re right, but I think Anibal was just plain bad. I’ll arrange to find out who holds title to the properties in Pedrigal, Del Valle, and Lomas de Pedrigal. You go make nice with the senator and get him to give you a history of our house and his mother’s business. Kiss up to him; he’ll tell you. Like I said, Aguirre considers you a friend.” He grinned what I had come to recognize as his conspiratorial grin. “And the housekeeper? You’re being paranoid, girl.”
			

			
				I wrinkled my brow. Could I have been wrong about her? “So, you think Señora Pérez is really just a housekeeper? Not reporting our every move back to Lidia and whatever cartel Lidia’s with?”
			

			
				“What do you mean?”
			

			
				“Maybe she’s connected to the Zetas.”
			

			
				“Mrs. Pérez? Do you know something about her?”
			

			
				A metal tray clanged to the tiles, making me jump. “Yes. She told me how she lost her family and rescued Lidia in the big 1980s earthquake.” I didn’t add how kind she’d been after I’d been shot the first time.
			

			
				“So Lidia is beholden to her, not the other way around.”
			

			
				Our waiter scurried by, grabbing the empty salsa bowl and replacing it with a full one.
			

			
				I paused to think. I wasn’t so ready to say I might be wrong. “I meant Lidia, but that would be the logical order, yes.”
			

			
				“I rest my case. We’ll be glad to have her, unless you want to manage the house.” He flashed that charming smile at me. “How about some flan? It’s good here.”
			

			
				“Sure. You’re buying. Right, Dad?” I smiled and pushed my empty plate aside.
			

			
				 
			

			
				We walked back to the house in silence. I surveyed my surroundings, taking my bearings. This part of the colonia appeared to be laid out in a pretty regular grid of east-west, north-south streets, but I knew from other trips through Del Valle the grid system only went so far. I thought we were walking parallel to one of the City’s major thoroughfares, Insurgentes, which bisected Mexico City edge-to-edge on the north-south axis. I’d passed the fancy Del Valle shopping mall and the taqueria Quint and I liked, traveling south on Insurgentes. I’d never ventured into the neighborhood before, and I was sure some oblique boulevard would spear through and trip me up. Or one of myriad dead ends. The city was a perfect metaphor for the Aguirre family and its associations. You had to keep on top of where you were to get anywhere. One wrong turn and you’d be shunted off in the opposite direction with no exits. Was Quint one of those wrong directions?
			

			
				I pondered the man who claimed to be my natural father while I observed daily life in the colonia. Many of the buildings looked like they’d been constructed during the fifties. Lots of apartments. He probably felt at home here after growing up in a city. Actually, he struck me as someone who felt at home anywhere, or nowhere. A rolling stone or a soldier of fortune. And that’s what I mistrusted. That and how he happened to turn up to meet me thirty-two years late in Mexico City. Was I being naïve again? Too trusting? I’d called my dad—my adoptive dad— and gotten confirmation: Quint truly was my progenitor. But something didn’t feel right. Why now?
			

			
				We turned off the main street into our neighborhood. On the side streets, buildings dating from the twenties and thirties loomed over the walls and barred gates between more recent architectural additions. I swiveled my head to admire a lovely facade across the street, and a black SUV caught my eye. I’d noticed one when we first came out of Don Capitán, but in D.F., the Distrito Federal, there’re so many black SUVs with smoked windows, it’s become a cliché. The thing was, the profile behind the smoky glass had reminded me of Anibal. Maybe I was still weak from my hospital stay, or maybe Quint’s motives for reuniting with me had me confused, but was that the same vehicle?
			

			
				I elbowed my father. “Check out the SUV. I think it’s dogging us,” I said, tossing my head in the vehicle’s direction. Pepper’s ears shot up.
			

			
				We both turned to look; it sped up and passed us. A chill ran up my spine as the driver and I made eye contact. The vehicle turned left at the end of the block before I could get my mouth open.
			

			
				“Oh. My. God. That driver! We ate dinner with him at Aguirre’s. You remember, what was his name? The guy who was helping Lidia with her fundraiser.”
			

			
				“Lobo. Guillermo Lobo,” he said, searching my face. “A suspected BLO front man and money launderer. Are you sure?”
			

			
				“All I know is what I saw, Quint. He recognized me. He knew me,” I said. “That’s not all. I saw the vehicle outside the restaurant while the dogs piddled. I swear the silhouette of the passenger in the back seat was Anibal’s. I’d recognize that pointy head anywhere.”
			

			
				“Can you I.D. the vehicle? A scratch, dent, something? How do you know this was the same one at the restaurant? It’s a pretty big accusation against the senator’s friends.”
			

			
				“I told you he hung out with criminals.”
			

			
				He expelled a sharp breath. “I don’t think it’s the senator who hangs out with that guy.”
			

			
				“Well, he hangs out with one, Aguirre.” My head swam and I grabbed Quint’s arm as the scene in my mind came into clarity. “He was there when the Zeta tossed Anibal in the back of probably the same SUV.”
			

			
				“What? No, Jade. That can’t be right. Lobo isn’t a Zeta,” he said in a low tone.
			

			
				I tilted my face up to look into those green eyes. “Oh? Then what is he?”
			

			
				“Look, I can’t discuss an ongoing investigation.”
			

			
				“You had Lobo under investigation? Now he’s following me around and you won’t tell me what’s going on? Wow, Dad. That’s really fatherly.” My lunch threatened to come back up. I pulled away from him. “Who’re you working for—Dad?”
			

			
				We reached the corner and turned right toward Calle Amores. Maya picked up her pace, dragging Quint along on the leash. She wanted her babies. I wanted safety. Pepper wanted a run, and Quint, what did he want?
			

			
				I peered up and down the street looking for the SUV. Not in sight. I supposed they knew where we lived. It was just too random they’d find us here on a fluke. Who alerted them? Aguirre? Lidia? Señora Pérez? Or would Anibal have known about this house? Nothing made sense except we’d be moving pretty soon. Or I would. It was not my intention to be sold into sex slavery. I’d grab Lily and we’d fly home. Maybe I’d adopt her and we’d live with Pepper on my Sausalito houseboat. She could go to Tam High and apprentice as an investigator at Waterstreet Investigations. I shook my head. Where did that idea come from? And if I didn’t get home pretty soon, I’d probably lose my partnership. I’d already lost my partner. But I’d think about that another day.
			

			
				I’d trailed behind Quint and Maya from the corner and caught up to him inspecting the vehicle gate in front of the house. “How’d you open that?” I asked.
			

			
				“I didn’t. It looks like the electric sensor shorted out. Remember how it buzzed? It must have been going out and the gate opened.”
			

			
				Just enough to allow an adult man through and give me a creeping feeling in my bones. “Are you carrying?”
			

			
				“Of course. Why?” he said.
			

			
				“I think you better search the premises before I go in.”
			

			
				“You’ve got an overactive imagination girl. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll scout the place out.” He pulled a little gun from the small of his back. I’d wondered why he wore a light jacket on such a warm day.
			

			
				“Pepper, guard Quint. I’ll stay here until you tell me the house is clear.”
			

			
				“Do you think you’ll be safer on the street?” He snorted. “You’ve read too many thrillers, Jade. Take the dogs and go inside. I’ll check the yard. Unless the lock’s been shot out, no one is getting inside.”
			

			
				“What about Señora Pérez? She could open the door.”
			

			
				“She could, but why would she?”
			

			
				“Force or bribe. They want Lily and me. Where is Lily, anyway?”
			

			
				“In her room, I expect. Go on up and see. Take your dog if you’re afraid.”
			

			
				I cringed. My hands had begun to shake, and tremors crept along my neural pathways. Something was wrong. I was scared. Had they gotten to Lily? Why hadn’t I thought to bring my gun?
			

			
				He activated the gate at the keypad and it rattled open then shut with a clang. “Working now. Let’s go.”
			

			
				He unlocked the front door then ushered me and the dogs onto the elevator. I punched 1. The metal cage lurched and groaned up one floor and opened into a wide hall between the kitchen and living room. Maya trotted into the kitchen to see how her babies were doing. Quint followed her.
			

			
				“Aren’t you going to check the house?” I asked.
			

			
				He turned and leaned into the door frame, grinning. “I’m starting in the kitchen.”
			

			
				I followed and found Señora Pérez cooking one of my favorites, albóndigas, meatballs in spicy tomato sauce. I greeted her, and she nodded back at me with a warm smile. 
			

			
				“Has Lily eaten anything?” Quint asked in butchered Spanish and licking his lips.
			

			
				The señora wiped her hands on her apron and said, “Comida para mañana, señorita. Sí, la niña comió. Hay una cena lista en el refrigerador cuando quiera.”
			

			
				“There you go, Jade. Lily’s safe and ate something,” he said, giving me an I-told-you-so look.
			

			
				I didn’t say anything, but the meatballs smelled so good, my mouth watered, although I was full from lunch. I should get her to teach me some cocina mexicana techniques and dishes. I could wow all my friends back home with great Mexican food—and interrogate the housekeeper. If I got on her good side, she’d have pretty boring reports for Lidia or Lobo, or whoever was taking an interest in our occupation of this house.
			

			
				I settled the goldens, changing the puppy pads then letting Maya into the box, and climbed up the stairs to my suite. I hovered at Lily’s door, debating knocking. She’d had a scary and stressful situation and was now plunged into a world of pain, grief, and guilt. Should I let her rest and heal? Pink was a healing color, wasn’t it? Better to let her come to me on her own terms rather than barge in and try to cheer her up. I crossed the passageway to my own room.
			

			
				Coward.
			

			
				If I couldn’t deal with a teen who had lost her sister to cartel gun violence and human trafficking—now didn’t that sound way over the top? No one would believe me if I told them the story—if I couldn’t deal with Lily, I could call Polo Aguirre instead and make a date to pick his brain. The old-fashioned rotary phone sat on the lacquered desk in the bordello. I dialed. After too many rings, a harried sounding Señora Arias de Barrera answered. “¿Bueno?”
			

			
				“Hola señora. This is JadeAnne. Is the senator in?”
			

			
				“Aye, señorita, we’re in a state here. The senator is leaving right now for Guerrero. Some last-minute business. Can I have him call you when he gets back? He’ll only be gone overnight.”
			

			
				“I’d like to see him. I need some information. Can you fit me into his calendar?” I heard the rustling of paper and pictured her looking through Aguirre’s agenda.
			

			
				“Sí, what about supper on Friday at eight? I know he wants to welcome you back. He was very worried when he learned from Mr. Quint you had been shot.”
			

			
				“Yeah, I’m sure he was. Thank you for the lovely bouquet of flowers, I enjoyed them very much. You arranged them?”
			

			
				“Of course.”
			

			
				I could hear the smile in the assistant’s voice. Señora Arias de Barrera might have missed her calling.
			

			
				“Tell Senator Aguirre I’ll see him Friday at eight.”
			

			
				“Hasta luego, Miss Stone.”
			

			
				I hung up. Now what would I do? Hide until Friday? I really should check on Lily. What if she weren’t there? What was I thinking? Of course she was. Anyway, Pepper needed some real exercise—so did I after lying around for a week. To hell with the black SUVs. I’d take my dog and my gun for a run. And after exercise and a shower, I’d learn to cook.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 3
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				Parque Árboles
			

			
				After lying around the hospital for a week, the walk and big lunch had tired me out, and .. dropped onto the bed for a little rest before taking Pepper out again. I felt depressed yet restless at the same time. At home, I’d have been kicked out of the hospital in two days; but Aguirre had paid for my stay, so I supposed I should feel grateful.
			

			
				The smog-filtered sun illuminated my room in a rosy, warm glow as it angled in, making me drowsy. My eyes sank shut and the next thing I knew, Pepper was nudging me awake with a running shoe in his mouth.
			

			
				“Where did that come from?” I asked him. I hadn’t even opened the closet or looked in my bathroom.
			

			
				Pepper bounded over to a corner by a slipper chair upholstered in wine-colored cabbage roses and did everything he could to pick up the other shoe without letting go of the first. I noticed the leash flopped over the back of the chair.
			

			
				“So, you want to go out for a run?”
			

			
				He grinned at me through the mouthful of blue Nike and woofed, muffled by the shoe.
			

			
				“Okay, let’s find the park.” I stretched and got to my feet. Two doors with glass knobs and an ornate white and gold dresser with a tilting mirror between them, lined the wall. I chose the narrower door and found my dresses hanging neatly, shoes below. No exercise clothes. Someone had carefully folded the rest of my stuff into the cedar scented dresser. Better than mold, but might have me sneezing anyway.
			

			
				My workout clothes and bathing suits occupied the last drawer down. Whoever put my things away was not an exercise nut. I used those clothes the most; at home they occupied the top drawer. I wore yoga pants to work most days. Well, not in Mexico City.
			

			
				The thought of work made me feel guilty. I stretched a pair of blue and white running tights up my legs and tugged a yellow t-shirt over my head. Sure, I’d earned a hefty fee for finding Lura Laylor, but that was way back on the eighth and I hadn’t earned my keep since. Waterstreet Investigations could still be considered a startup, and my partner and ex, Dexter Trouette, would be running out of money soon. Especially if he’d been off on another of his salvage dives with buddy Penn. The thought made me frown. This was slippery territory.
			

			
				I tied a pullover around my waist and rummaged through the narrow top drawer for tennis socks, messing up the neat, color-coordinated rows left by my phantom personal maid.
			

			
				“God, it wasn’t Quint who folded my clothes away, was it, Peppi? That would be creepy.” Pepper wasn’t saying, too busy standing at attention by the door. I sat down on the rose chair and put on my shoes.
			

			
				Thinking of my business and my ex-boyfriend had dimmed my enthusiasm for going out. That pink-frosted bed beckoned. It resembled a five-year-old’s birthday cake, but it passed the comfort test. I yawned; Pepper whined. My cue. I got up, stuffed my driver’s license into my pocket, put the gun and my phone in a fanny pack, grabbed the leash and opened the door. Pepper leaped out and trotted to the elevator; he knew his way around. I followed him, cringing with guilt as I passed Lily’s door.
			

			
				The clock on the stove in the deserted kitchen read five-thirty. I’d slept for two hours. According to the note left on the counter by the coffee maker, Mrs. Pérez had finished cooking our supper and gone home. The house had that dead silence of emptiness, not even the puppies were about. I wondered about Lily again. Maybe she went somewhere with Quint and the goldens. His house keys did not hang on the set of hooks he’d pointed out when we first came in. Mine hung under my initials and I took them. Somebody here was a little Adrian Monk-like. I hoped it wasn’t Quint with OCD. I could never measure up to that level of cleanliness or organization.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Outside the shadows angled to the east and the afternoon had cooled slightly. I had no clue where to go and worried the black SUV would turn up. I let Pepper lead. He walked me three blocks south to Pilares and east several short blocks to a big park filled with kids, teens, families playing, strolling, eating ice cream, shooting hoops, biking, and roller skating. We passed plenty of dog walkers and stopped for wags and sniffs often. Pepper knew right where he wanted to go, a turf track circling an area of trees and grass. Most of the dogs on the track were unleashed so I let him loose and he took off at a dead run. I bolted after him and yelped when my wound complained. I panted, holding my side, until the pain subsided.
			

			
				“Are you all right?” a voice asked. I looked up to see a drop-dead gorgeous man about my age smiling at me. His two dogs, a black and white French Bulldog and a thin-furred black mutt, or corriente, wagged at me.
			

			
				Judging by its ears, the mutt might have Xoloitzcuintli ancestry mixed with a rabbit. I laughed. “I’m fine. Just over-doing it on my first day out of the hospital.”
			

			
				He fell in beside me and we started to walk in the direction Pepper had disappeared. I whistled.
			

			
				“Why were you in the hospital?”
			

			
				“Car accident. I’m okay now. Nothing too serious. Bruising on my ribs,” I lied. Lying was coming easier since I’d been in Mexico.
			

			
				“Your daughter didn’t say anything about it.”
			

			
				Daughter? I felt my face blanch. Lily had been walking Pepper in the park? I’d have a word about that with her.
			

			
				 The man scrutinized my face. “Here, let me help you over to that bench.” He took my elbow and guided me to the edge of the track, his dogs trotting alongside, and settled me onto it.
			

			
				I sat, not because I intended to, but who could resist such a show of kindness after what I’d been through? “Thanks.”
			

			
				“I haven’t seen you here before, but I know your dog. He’s quite an animal.”
			

			
				“Yeah, my dad has been taking care of him. I’m fine, by the way. Don’t let me keep your dogs from their walk.” I gave him a sideways glance. He was smiling like he expected it. Minus a point.
			

			
				“I haven’t seen Lily in a couple of days. I thought you’d gone back to California.” 
			

			
				“She told you we were from California?”
			

			
				Pepper thundered up, scaring the little bulldog. He flopped down beside me and the man’s dogs moved in for a greeting. Pepper wagged, they wagged, and all touched noses.
			

			
				“They’ve met before,” I observed.
			

			
				The man nodded. “You’re not from California? I thought—she knew L.A. so well. I lived there while I attended U.C. Medical School.”
			

			
				“You’re a doctor? What do you practice?”
			

			
				“I’m on an ER rotation right now at Hospitál San José,” he said and pointed vaguely into the distance, “but I trained as a surgeon. I’m applying at private hospitals for something in surgery.” He laughed. “Sewing up kids after skateboarding accidents is great, but I’d rather remove brain tumors. Where are you from then?”
			

			
				“Sausalito, actually. My girl lived in L.A. with her dad. What brought you back to Mexico? I’d imagine anyone fluent in both languages would have a plum position in the States.”
			

			
				“I had an advantage. My mother is American. Both languages are first languages for me, but I wanted to live in Mexico. I won’t make as much in private practice, but I can live like a king. Anyway, the barbacoa is better here,” he said and shot me a wicked grin.
			

			
				I licked my lips and murmured, “Yum. I love barbacoa.”
			

			
				His eyes twinkled like black diamonds from their fringe of thick lashes. He had full, sensual lips that couldn’t stop smiling. And his café latte complexion was smooth as gelato. I couldn’t help myself—somebody give me a spoon. I tried not to drool. Am I crazy? Wake up, Stone.
			

			
				“There’s a great little taco place out on Insurgentes. Would you like to take the dogs over for a taco or two? I’m hungry. We’ll walk slowly.”
			

			
				My stomach knotted. He sounded kind, but so did Fernando Torrens. “No, really, I can’t take you away from your dog time. And Pepper needs his run.”
			

			
				“So let him run. He, Noémie and Roger can loop around the track a few times and we’ll go.”
			

			
				“Which one is which?” I asked.
			

			
				“My apologies. I’m Dylan Gael Porras Montero and these are Noémie and Roger.”
			

			
				As he spoke the dogs offered their paws for shaking. Adorable.
			

			
				“Delighted to meet you all. I’m JadeAnne Stone. This is Pepper—who wants his run.” I got up and Pepper watched me expectantly. “Look Dylan, we need to keep moving and get back to the house. The housekeeper has already made dinner. I’d hate to disappoint her after all her hard work. You know how it goes. Maybe I’ll see you here another day?” I really did hope I’d see him again. It took all my willpower to let go of this handsome doctor, but a little voice whispered to be careful. I’d learned the hard way. Not everyone was who they seemed.
			

			
				“I understand. Our Maria sulks if we don’t eat her food. So how about tomorrow, JadeAnne? Same time? Walk the dogs then have some tacos?”
			

			
				His boyish smile disarmed me. “Sure, I’ll look forward to it,” I said and smiled, too. My traitor eyelashes fluttered. “Come on Peppi, shall we run?”
			

			
				Pepper took off trailed by Dylan’s dogs. Dylan was watching me when I turned and gave him a little wave. I wondered what I was getting myself into. He’d said “we.” He was probably married.
			

			
				 
			

			
				No one was going to sneak into my house-of-ill-repute through the elevator. It clanged and groaned and squeaked up to the main floor where it jerked to a stop, announcing our arrival to the neighborhood. Maya greeted us with enthusiasm, sniffing both of us intently for news of our travels.
			

			
				“That you, Jade?” Quint called from the kitchen.
			

			
				“Who were you expecting?”
			

			
				Pepper took his comment as an invitation to head for the kitchen. Maya leaned into me, holding me in place for pets.
			

			
				“We’re about to eat these marvelous meatballs Mrs. P made.”
			

			
				“Yeah, her albóndigas are the best. She made them at Anibal’s,” I said as I walked into the kitchen. “Hey, I thought the meatballs were for tomorrow’s comida.”
			

			
				Quint shrugged. “She didn’t say anything to me about it.”
			

			
				He wore a frilly apron and spooned meatballs and sauce onto a plate. I snorted. He looked ridiculous. Lily sat at the table swiping at her myspace, or whatever, on Quint’s phone. Isn’t that what all the kids used?
			

			
				“Hi, Lily. I’m happy to see you. Where’d you go today?”
			

			
				Lily looked up from her photos and exhaled a long, tortured sigh.
			

			
				“That good, huh?” I asked, teasing.
			

			
				“We went to the Embassy. Again. I want to go home.”
			

			
				“To your mother’s house?”
			

			
				“No! If she’d believed me about him, Evie and I would never have run away.”
			

			
				“They haven’t been able to locate the mother, and the Embassy won’t send her to her aunt without a parent’s permission. She’s only with us through the senator’s influence. They were going to put her into child protective services. I called him to intervene,” Quint added.
			

			
				A gloomy shadow played across her face. “They don’t believe me about what happened. All that man does is threaten me. Like I’m some sort of criminal, not the people who kidnapped us or, or...” Tears welled from her eyes.
			

			
				Quint slid a plate of steaming food in front of her and squeezed her shoulder. She hung her head and pushed the plate away.
			

			
				He met my eyes with a hopeless look. I didn’t know what to do either, but I took my plate from his hand.
			

			
				“She can’t get on a plane without a passport or parental permission. Even if the aunt comes for her and she is allowed on the plane, she can’t land in the U.S. We could probably grease the wheels at the airport, but not the embassy.”
			

			
				“It’s okay, Lily. I believe you; you know I do. I’ll go with you next time, but I don’t know how to help you without the passport. Have you talked to your mother?” I said.
			

			
				She shook her head. “She’s not answering.” Her voice rose into a wail. “It’s all her fault. She let him go after Evie. She let him r-rape me. I had to take my little sister away. I had to.”
			

			
				I sucked in a breath as tears sprang into my eyes. These poor traumatized girls. I clasped her hand. “Lily, have you talked to your aunt?”
			

			
				She gripped me like she would drown if I let go. Maybe she would. I pulled her into a tight hug.
			

			
				“Yes. I told her everything. She said she’ll take custody of me away from Mom and be my guardian until I’m eighteen. And bury Evie.” She pulled away, choking on the word, and tears trickled down her cheeks. She swiped at them and continued. “My uncle is a lawyer. He can do it. He even said I can have Eddy arrested and sent to prison. But I have to get home.”
			

			
				I didn’t know what to say to her. Hot tears pricked at my eyes. I swiped them with my napkin and took a bite. The meatballs were just as delicious as I remembered. Slightly sweet. Slightly spicy and meaty and moist. I took another bite and pondered the problem. “Quint? Can’t we do anything? I could drive her home.”
			

			
				He joined us at the table with his plate. “Same problem getting across the border. It’s why the aunt can’t come for her.”
			

			
				“But people do it all the time. And Lily is a citizen.”
			

			
				“We’re not sending her with a coyote, Jade,” he said and chuckled. “This is good. You should learn how to make it.”
			

			
				“Honey, what’s your aunt’s name?”
			

			
				Lily looked up from the figure eights she was making in her sauce. “Charlotte and Derrek Medine. They can’t find Mom. She left with him.”
			

			
				“I’ll call my partner tomorrow and get an investigator on her trail. We’ll find them.”
			

			
				Lily looked at me, hope lighting her face. “Who’s your partner?”
			

			
				“I run a private investigation company in Sausalito. I came to Mexico to find a missing woman. My people can find your mom and her monster boyfriend. I promise. You won’t have to see her, but we’ll get that permission. Quint, where are Evie’s remains? When this all comes down, we’ll need everything ready from this end.”
			

			
				“Aguirre has Susana on it.”
			

			
				“Susana?”
			

			
				“Señora Arias de Barrera.”
			

			
				“She never told me her first name.”
			

			
				“Can I be excused?” Lily asked.
			

			
				Quint and I looked at each other. She hadn’t eaten anything, but I suppose in this situation, I wouldn’t be able to eat either. We nodded.
			

			
				Lily scooped the six puppies and the puppy pads into a large basket and trudged out of the room. Maya looked from the meatballs to her children and back to the meatballs. She sighed and with a last longing look, followed Lily. I tucked a meatball into a napkin to slip to her later.
			

			
				When the stairs door shut behind Lily and the dogs, I turned to Quint. “What’s the meaning of letting Lily walk Pepper in the park? I can’t believe you’ve allowed her out of your sight.”
			

			
				“I never let Lily out on her own. Who told you that?”
			

			
				“Doctor Dylan Gael Porras Montero. I met him in the park today and he asked after my daughter. He was walking his dogs and I realized Pepper knew them.”
			

			
				“Did you speak to him or did he approach you?” he asked.
			

			
				“Yeah, I thought of that, too. He approached me and was full of questions. But he was so nice and had such cute dogs...”
			

			
				“So was the bastard who snatched those girls. What are you thinking, talking to strange men? Did you carry your gun?”
			

			
				“Yes, Dad, I had the gun. No, Dad, I didn’t tell him where I live, or at least not in Mexico.”
			

			
				“Jade, you’re too trusting. I suppose you introduced yourself.”
			

			
				“And Pepper. We have a dog walking date tomorrow at five.” I popped another meatball in my mouth. “You know, this meal calls for a beer. Get you one?”
			

			
				Quint frowned. “What about Senator Aguirre. Will you go see him?”
			

			
				I set two cold ones on the table and sat back down. “Corona or Victoria?”
			

			
				“Corona. Well?”
			

			
				“Dinner Friday night
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