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​At the end of the day, we can endure much more than we think we can.
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Frida Kahlo

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

Conversion rate: For the purposes of this novel, $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. 
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Emilia Cruz Encinos leaned forward in her seat, mesmerized by the climax unfolding on the big screen. 

Glamorous jewel thief Laura stood on a rocky beach, facing handsome Clive and his gun. The sky behind her was streaked with angry indigo storm clouds. Jet black hair fluttered in the wind, contrasting with the white silk scarf at her throat. A jagged bolt of lightning momentarily sharpened her famous features.

“Don’t do this, Clive,” Laura said, her accented English husky with emotion. The camera zoomed in. A tiny tear glistened in the corner of her eye. Her trademark pout trembled with emotion. “I love you.”

Te amo. Spanish subtitles ran across the bottom of the screen but Emilia didn’t need them.

“Give me the diamonds,” ordered Clive. In Laura’s bed 15 minutes ago in a scene that made Emilia’s cheeks grow warm, but now Clive was all business as he motioned to his lover with the black handgun.

Laura’s hands went to the leather crossbody bag that contained a treasure in diamonds. She lifted the strap over her head and held out the bag to Clive.

Still keeping the gun trained on Laura, Clive used his free hand to fling the bag into the seat of a sleek red convertible parked just beyond the rocks. He produced a pair of handcuffs. “Turn around,” he ordered.

“Don’t humiliate me,” Laura said. “If you ever loved me, Clive, you’ll do it in front, not in back.” She held out her hands, wrists together.

Clive hesitated.

“Please,” Laura begged. “I love you, Clive. I know you love me.”

Bolts of lightning flashed across the screen while thunder roiled through the theater. The tempest was upon them all. 

“I do,” Clive vowed as rain pelted down. “I swear I love you. But I love diamonds more.”

He shoved the gun in his belt, grabbed her wrist, and snapped on one of the steel bracelets. 

Before he could fasten the other, Laura slammed her head into his chin. Clive stumbled backwards, arms windmilling for balance. Hair and scarf flying behind her like a matador’s cape, Laura whirled into a slow motion roundhouse kick. Clive took it on the jaw and fell to the ground, unconscious. 

Next to Emilia, Kurt Rucker gave a snort of derision. Emilia dug her elbow into his side. 

“I knew who you were all along,” Laura declared to the prone figure. “But as God as my witness, I still love you.”

She scooped up the gun, handcuffed Clive, jumped into the red convertible, and sped off. A helicopter view tracked the car as it zoomed through hairpin turns above a surging ocean. Laura’s white scarf unraveled as she drove and billowed into the storm. 

Back at the beach, Clive massaged his jaw, muscular chest on display under a shirt rendered transparent by the downpour. Borne by the wind, the white scarf settled onto the rocks next to him. Clive reached for it. 

Laura had cuffed his hands in front. 

“This isn’t over,” he said and pressed the scarf to his lips. 

The action cut to Laura again, handling the convertible like a Formula One racer. She yanked the wheel and the car skidded sideways through the gates of a small airport. Carrying the leather crossbody bag and surprisingly dry, Laura ran to a waiting helicopter. 

Music swelled over the thwap-thwap-thwap of the churning rotors. Laura’s voice crooned Adios, mi amor, adios as the helicopter rose, tilted, and turned to reveal a large logo painted on the side. A globe surrounded by a laurel wreath was sandwiched between a sword hilt and the scales of justice. INTERPOL, the acronym for the International Criminal Police Organization, filled the screen in stark white letters.

Adios, mi amor, adios, adios.

The credits for Diamond Run starring Alejandra Messi as Laura and Ben Barrett as Clive rolled as the helicopter got smaller and smaller and finally disappeared.

The lights in the cinema came up. Emilia slumped in her seat, as breathless as if she’d raced through Europe with the two superstars, not to mention getting blindsided by the plot twist at the end.

“What did you think?” Kurt asked. His ocean-colored eyes danced with fun.

“Did you know Alejandra Messi was the Interpol agent from the beginning?” Emilia asked. 

Kurt stood and offered Emilia his hand. “I suspected. Did you?”

“No, and it’s my job to know stuff like that.” Emilia let him pull her upright. 

“You’re only a detective in real life, Em,” Kurt said. “Not at the movies.”

They walked out of the Cinépolis to find that the sun had set while they watched the Hollywood blockbuster, although Acapulco’s swankiest commercial district was never dark. The city’s best stores, restaurants, nightclubs, and hotels fanned out from the intersection of Avenida Farallón del Obispo and Costera Miguel Alemán where the famous monument to Diana the Huntress presided over a perpetually chaotic traffic circle. Beyond the circle, Acapulco’s beaches kept up the pretense that the deadliest city in Mexico was still a glamorous tourist attraction.

Emilia tucked her hand into the crook of Kurt’s elbow as they jostled with the crowds along Avenida Farallón del Obispo. Under a hazy indigo sky studded with stars, Saturday night felt like a carnival. Palm trees edged the sidewalk, trunks outlined with white paint. Restaurants offered open-air seating and the inviting sounds of music, laughter, and the click of flatware against china. A strolling guitarist moved from table to table, strumming romantic tunes, and collecting pesos. A woman with a basket over her arm sold roses in his wake. Business was good.

“I really thought Laura and Clive were going to end up together,” Emilia said. 

“Jewel thief and Interpol agent.” Kurt grinned as they skirted a gaggle of pre-teens heading into the multiplex. “Doomed, if you ask me.”

Emilia thought of the love scene. “But they had chemistry.”

“True. I’d see a sequel.”

“For Alejandra Messi,” Emilia teased.

Undisputed superstar Alejandra Messi was originally from Mexico City but had conquered Hollywood with her famous pout and charming accent. She sang two of the songs on the movie soundtrack, including Adios, mi amor, which was on every radio station in Mexico both day and night, helping to make Diamond Run a worldwide phenomenon.

“Only because she reminds me of you,” Kurt said and pulled Emilia closer. “You have the same shaped face. Same nose. Of course you’re hotter. And smarter.”

Emilia rolled her eyes. “Flattery, Sen͂or Rucker.”

“Have I ever lied to you?”

“Let me think.”

Kurt laughed. She was the one with the loose concept of honesty and they both knew it.

On the opposite side of wide boulevard Avenida Farallón del Obispo, families enjoyed the offerings of Parque Bellavista. It wasn’t a proper park, like the enormous Parque Papagayo to the west, but a skinny triangle of green shoehorned into the urban landscape. A playground with a carousel anchored the space, which often hosted family entertainment like musical groups or puppet shows. Toy and balloon vendors were always there, along with food stands and old men hawking ice cream from wheeled carts. 

Through the trees, Emilia could see kids bopping helium-filled balloons and running around pulling toys with sparkly streamers. It had been a long time since she enjoyed the city like this, rather than rushing by on her way to another homicide.

“We’ve got a couple of minutes before our dinner reservation,” Kurt said. “I want to show you something across the street.”

“In the park?”

“Next to it.”

The blocky Santander Bank presided over the 3-way intersection where Avenida Bellavista emptied into Avenida Farallón del Obispo. Café Coco, the new French restaurant Kurt wanted to try, stood on the opposite corner. Paris had come to Acapulco with flamboyant iron filigree and a striped awning over an entrance that faced the wider street. Emilia figured the restaurant had opened near a bank because most patrons would have to take out a loan to pay the dinner bill. 

As they walked, Emilia savored the touch of Kurt’s lean body against hers. He was in much better shape than the actor who played Clive. Whatshisname was also a gringo from El Norte, but he probably didn’t have Kurt’s military background or addiction to endurance sports.

The traffic light turned red. Cars stopped on Avenida Farallón del Obispo. Kurt tugged her hand and they ran across the broad avenue before the traffic from Avenida Bellavista streamed into the intersection. Emilia’s new wedge espadrilles and the shoulder holster under her black moto jacket made her feel slow and flatfooted but she kept up with Kurt’s athletic strides. 

He guided Emilia to a cluster of upscale stores on Universidad hugging the southern tip of Parque Bellavista and stopped in front of a shop with tall windows. Curving gold lettering proclaimed Joyas Alameda. Rolex. Cartier. Philippe Patek.

“See anything you like?” Kurt asked.

“Who wouldn’t.” Emilia gave a laugh and bumped her head against Kurt’s shoulder. Thick bulletproof glass distorted displays of Swiss watches and glittering jewelry. “This is probably the most expensive store in Acapulco.” 

Tourists who floated to Acapulco aboard private yachts shopped in stores like Joyas Alameda, not chica police detectives whose entire annual salary wouldn’t cover the cost of walking in. On the other hand, Kurt had money to spare. He was the general manager of the Palacio Real, inarguably Acapulco’s most luxurious hotel, but never seemed to notice the huge financial and social gap between them. Emilia noticed, however, and at times like this it pricked her pride. 

Kurt tapped the center window. “I saw this the other day,” he said. “Made me think of us.”

Three white boxes, mounted on folds of turquoise satin, held rings created from twists of gold and silver. Each box held two braided bands, one a little larger than the other. The plaited designs varied, making each set unique. A spotlight created a prism effect, casting soft color on the white boxes, as if the two metals vibrated at different frequencies. 

More turquoise satin looped around the base of an easel that held a placard. A tagline accompanied a sepia photo of a jeweler sitting at a workbench with a loupe in his eye.

Mexican silver and American gold. Bound together in timeless love.

Emilia caught her breath.

“I asked you once before,” Kurt said. He touched her cheek. “You said you weren’t ready. But a lot has changed since then and I’m hoping your feelings have, too.”

This was it. The moment Emilia both longed for and dreaded. “Are you—.”

Screeching rubber engulfed her words. Both turned from the window toward the intersection in time to see a minivan hurtle across the lanes of traffic, totally out of control as it barreled directly at them. Kurt threw his arm across Emilia’s shoulders and plastered their bodies to the store building. The minivan whipped by them, close enough for Emilia to feel the heat of the exhaust, before smashing headlong into a palm tree rising from the sidewalk just a few yards away. 

Kurt’s arm released her. Noise erupted all along the street, punctuated by the cannonade of multiple collisions and ceaseless honking horns. Calliope music from the carousel in the park filtered through the cacophony.

The front end of the minivan was a crumpled mess but Kurt managed to lever open the driver’s door. A deflated airbag draped over the steering wheel. The driver, an older man, was badly shaken. 

“An encapuchado,” he said hoarsely as Kurt settled him on the ground. “He had a gun. Ran out in front of me. With a gun.”

“Where?” Emilia bent to hear him better. The term encapuchado, meaning a person whose face was hidden by a hood, never had a good connotation. “Where was he?”

The driver raised a trembling hand and pointed to the intersection. “By the taxis.”

“Call it in,” Emilia said to Kurt. “Officer in pursuit.”

She didn’t wait for his answer but ran toward the intersection with Avenida Bellavista, where they’d passed a line of taxis waiting for fares. The clump of her wedge heels against the sidewalk was drowned out by frustrated shouting and blasting car horns. Engines rumbled as people tried to drive past the pileup.

A woman screamed like a siren, the note high and piecing. Emilia instinctively dropped into a squat, sheltered by the night shadow of some rosebushes. Heart hammering and eyes swiveling to find the source, she saw a scrum of people rushing away from Café Coco.

Across Avenida Bellavista from the stately Café Coco, white and yellow taxis were hemmed in by the mess in the intersection. A slight figure in jeans and a hoodie leaned against the driver’s door of the first taxi, his back to the chaos.

From the width of the shoulders and the cut of the jeans, Emilia knew it was a man. Before she could register more than that, the figure took a step back, revealing a large handgun. He fired point blank into the taxi through the open window.

Twice.
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The shooter jinked around the tangle of cars in the intersection and ran into Parque Bellavista a mere 20 strides from where Emilia crouched by the rosebushes. She sprang up and pushed herself into a dead run, cursing the leaden weight of the awkward wedge heels.

He swerved around a crowd of parents frantically grabbing their children and gained the sidewalk on the Universidad side of the park before launching himself across the street, holding out a hand as he dodged cars and leapt over the curb. Emilia did the same, nearly getting clipped by a fender. She ignored the irate driver and stretched out her stride. Her footsteps were loud enough to announce her coming.

The shooter pounded down the street, only to veer left and plunge into a break between buildings. Emilia threw herself after him.

She found herself in a narrow service road in back of a hotel with an outdoor restaurant that was closed. Tables and chairs were chained up for the night. Emilia got a glimpse of the back of his hood and shoulders as he vaulted a wrought iron table, caught the top of the wall enclosing the restaurant and leaped over. Emilia scrambled onto the table after him, heaved herself over the wall, and dropped onto the roof of a parked car on the other side. 

Her heel caught the door handle and the car alarm pulsed like a klaxon. Headlights flashed. The noise turned adrenaline into wings and Emilia raced through another alley behind commercial buildings. The shooter was half a block ahead. 

Head down and feet flying, he didn’t look over his shoulder or shoot again. Emilia didn’t waste her breath shouting at him to a stop. No plainclothes cop readily identified themselves as such on Acapulco’s streets. Only an idiota would risk coming to the attention of random gangbangers and cartel sicarios for whom kidnapping, torturing, and killing civil authorities was a highly competitive game.

Emilia heard the slap of his cross trainers on the pavement as the encapuchado fled down dark streets, leading her further and further away from the relative safety of the lively entertainment district. As she ran, she unzipped her jacket, but she wasn’t nearly close enough to confront him with her weapon. 

He veered to the right and disappeared. Emilia followed without hesitation, sprinting through a dogleg of a skinny pitch-black alley. Two and three storey buildings huddled on either side, sharing strings of overhead electrical wires and the city noises of people who lived packed together. Candy wrappers rustled in the gutter. Urine and tamarindo sugar perfumed the darkness in equal measure. 

Familiar music flowed from an open doorway, interrupted by drunk women screaming epithets at each other.  

Adios, mi amor.

Emilia’s lungs burned. The streetlights here were broken stalks, but random patches of light from curtainless windows showed her a path between potholes and broken tarmac. 

The opaque figure ahead of her turned at the end of the street and disappeared again. Sounds of rushing traffic grew louder and moving lights flickered on the edge of a building. Emilia kept going, trying to figure out where she was, and came upon a fast-moving thoroughfare before she realized it. There was no curb to warn her, no wide sidewalk. 

Tire squealed. A horn blared. A chrome-plated beast scooped her up. Emilia cartwheeled aloft like an ungainly bird flapping out of the nest.

The pavement rose up to meet her. In the split second before everything faded to black, Emilia was sure the movie wasn’t supposed to end this way.

Adios, mi amor.
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Emilia spent Sunday sulking on the sofa, nursing a bruised hip. Kurt rallied around with her favorite risotto from the Palacio Real’s flagship restaurant. Neither revisited the conversation outside the jewelry store. To Emilia, the shooting felt like the hand of fate. 

If Kurt had finished the proposal, what would she have said?

She got a sporadic round of applause when she limped into the detectives squadroom on Monday morning. Emilia greeted it with a couple of comic bows and headed for her desk.

“The mayor called,” Castro crowed from the murder board where he was pinning up pictures of the weekend’s homicides. “Carlota wants you to carry the flag when she hosts the Olympics.”

Ignoring him, Emilia unlocked her desk and stowed her bag, before picking up her favorite Maná coffee mug. Souvenir of a concert, it now sported three crude interlocking circles drawn in permanent marker. Guitarist Sergio Vallín’s face was all but obliterated.

“Olympic flag has five circles,” Emilia announced and held up the mug. To a man, the other detectives were suddenly entranced by their computer screens. “Five circles, pendejos, not three.”

Someone had also left a copy of El Sol de Acapulco on her desk. The headline below the red masthead was impossible to miss. Taxista Executed!

A black and white close-up of the dead driver, still sitting behind the wheel but slumped to the side, splashed across the newspaper page. His face was hidden by the center console, but his white shirt was badly stained and the interior of the taxi smeared with blood. 

It was a fairly tame photograph, given the lurid choices the newspapers had on any given day.

Emilia sat and skimmed the article. A lone gunman had carried out the execution-style killing of Pablo Arrocha Puente, 32, then disappeared into the Saturday crowds in Parque Bellavista. There was no mention of an estupida police detective running after him.

In a message left on the body, the Los Mozos gang claimed responsibility. A second photo showed a scrap of paper covered in hand printed letters.

Who will be the next to die because you are the first in line? You men of the taxi syndicate must pay your full dues! More will die if you don’t. Signed LOS MOZOS. Take care of your women or you will fear us.

The rest of the article was a mashup of homicide statistics and the latest talking points on crime from Carlota Montoya Perez, Acapulco’s popular mayor. There was nothing more about the Los Mozos gang. Emilia had never heard the name before.

Gomez drummed on the top of the page, causing the newspaper to rattle noisily. His detective badge dangled from a lanyard against a tee as threadbare as his goatee. “Cruz,” he drawled. “Bet if you’d showed more tit the guy wudda slowed down to take a look.”

“Move along, pendejo,” Emilia replied. “I don’t want to have to beat your ass this early in the morning.” She threw the newspaper down and headed for the coffeemaker. 

Gomez stuck a match in his mouth as he crowded behind her. “You need help catching your perps, you know my number.” He made a kissing noise around the sliver of wood and sauntered off.

Fortified with a swallow of tar masquerading as coffee, Emilia logged in to the police network, opened her email and nearly had a stroke. The first message in her inbox was an alert that fugitive human trafficker Rafael Gamboa Escobar, also known as El Acólito, had been spotted five days ago in the city of Veracruz on Mexico’s Atlantic coast.

A man resembling Gamboa had purchased a digital movie camera, an iPad, two burner phones, and a fistful of memory cards at a place that sold refurbished electronics. The store only took cash, the norm in poorer neighborhoods, and the large purchase was unusual. 

The store did not have a security camera system and there was no footage of the transaction. But when the owner went to the police in Veracruz to ask about the reward for El Acólito, he positively identified his customer from an old photograph from the days when the fugitive was an up-and-coming telenovela star using the name Rafa Gamboa. 

Her sore hip was completely forgotten as Emilia printed the alert and ran over to the lieutenant’s closed office door. She pounded twice on the nameplate reading “Lieutenant Franco Silvio” and charged in.

“Rayos!” Silvio swore, spilling coffee down the front of his white shirt. 

“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks for asking.” Emilia kicked the door closed and slammed the printout on his desk. “Have you seen this?”

“For fuck’s sake, Cruz.” Silvio hauled a wad of creased paper napkins out of a desk drawer and scrubbed at the spreading coffee stain. He jerked his chin at a file folder on the corner of his desk. “There’s the prelim report on your taxi shooting victim. Name of Pablo Arrocha Puente. Autopsy later this morning. Prade said he’d wait for you.”

“Sure,” Emilia said. “Victim is already identified. Some gang took responsibility. Easiest case ever.”

She flung herself into one of the chairs facing the desk and was momentarily taken aback by a framed photograph of Silvio and Mercedes Sandoval on top of the file cabinet. Mercedes, a former ballroom dance champion, was Emilia’s best friend. Under pressure from Silvio, Emilia had played matchmaker, but she didn’t realize the relationship was serious enough to merit a framed picture. 

Silvio never had pictures in the office before, not even one of his wife Isabel before she was murdered last year. But not only was this a framed photograph, it had been taken in a studio, which carried a host of worrying implications. Silvio stood ramrod straight in white shirt and dark pants, with his usual granite-faced expression. Mercedes fairly glowed next to him in a long pink dress with dark hair cascading over one shoulder.

“Off you go,” Silvio growled.

Emilia blinked away from the picture and rapped the untouched printout. “El Acólito. He’s in Veracruz.” 

“So I heard.” 

“Did you actually read this?”

Silvio crumpled the damp napkins into a ball, pitched it into the trash can by the door, and took a maddeningly slow slurp of coffee.

Instead of screaming at him, Emilia snapped her fingers. “Well? Did you?”

Silvio pushed the printout away. “Give it to Macias. He and Sandor are liaison to the federales.”

“Macias and Sandor?” They were solid detectives and Emilia had worked with both before, but this was different. “What are they going to do about it? This is my case. I need to be in Veracruz, like, yesterday.”

“You’re not going to Veracruz,” Silvio said.

“Watch me.” Emilia jumped up. “This is my case. You owe me.”

“I don’t owe you shit,” Silvio said. “We both know why you want to take the case and we both know why it isn’t going to happen.”

Emilia looked away, refusing to admit Silvio could be right. She was never going to say the word.

Brother. Because he’s my brother. 

While undercover as a Santa Muerte folk saint worshipper at one of El Acólito’s rallies, she’d discovered that his act concealed a human trafficking operation. Emilia became one of his victims, kidnapped, chained, and raped by El Acólito himself. 

DNA proved that the human trafficker and former actor was Emilia’s sibling, exposing a family secret kept for nearly 30 years. As a toddler, Rafa Gamboa was taken from Emilia’s mother. He was raised in a mansion high in the hills overlooking Acapulco, becoming a monster willing to rape and murder at will. 

“You ever been to Veracruz before?” Silvio demanded.

“No. Doesn’t matter.”

“That’s right, Cruz. It doesn’t.” Silvio leaned back in his chair and folded his arms, like a pendejo who thought he was in charge. “The federales have jurisdiction. If the Veracruz cops need our help, they’ll ask for it. I’ll bet the place is swarming with undercover federale types who don’t need some chica detective from Acapulco telling them how to do their job in fucking Veracruz.”

“The federales are a bunch of stooges,” Emilia replied hotly. “And you know it.”

“You run down there and fuck stuff up and they’ll be saying that about us,” Silvio said. “Besides, have you read more than the subject line? Could have been him or a thousand other men. Didn’t say anything about a Santa Muerte tattoo.”

“Listen.” Emilia forced herself to simmer down and inject a little honey into her voice. “Say I fly out this afternoon. Meet with the point of contact in Veracruz. Do a little information trading. They let me talk to the witness and I’ll give them what we know about Gamboa. His upbringing here in Acapulco. Diego Barrielos Luna’s possible interest in him. Emphasize the Santa Muerte connection, how both are believers.”

The hunt for El Acólito once led Emilia to cartel kingpin Diego Barrielos Luna, now the most wanted man in Mexico. After meeting him in prison, Emilia was part of a convoy extraditing him to prison in the United States. When Barrielos Luna’s sicarios rescued him, Emilia was the only member of the extradition team left alive, with the narco’s promise to find her again ringing in her ears.

Known as the Barrel Bomber for his penchant for dissolving his enemies in vats of acid, the fugitive druglord kept his promise. He orchestrated the kidnapping of Emilia’s stepfather, Ernesto, with a clever ransom delivery ruse meant to snare Emilia. Both Emilia and Ernesto survived, thanks to both Kurt and Silvio, but it was a terrifyingly close call.

“No,” Silvio said.

“One day,” Emilia insisted. “That’s all, just one day.”

“You’re not going to Veracruz,” Silvio repeated. “It isn’t your case.”

Emilia glared but Silvio was never one to back down from a staring contest. “I need two days off,” she finally said.

“No.”

Before Emilia could draw breath for a counterattack, someone knocked on the door.

“I’m in,” Silvio bellowed.

It was Macias, the best looking detective in the squadroom, wearing a lime green guayabera shirt that made Emilia wince. 

“Mi jefe,” he said to Silvio. “You’ve got that meeting with the database people.”

“Rayos,” Silvio growled. He held his thumb and forefinger an inch apart, giving Macias the traditional gesture for Give me a couple of minutes. When Macias disappeared, the forgotten folder on the taxi shooting victim was thrust under Emilia’s nose.

“Get out, Cruz,” Silvio said.

☼

As soon as Emilia was buzzed into the morgue, her eyes watered. The smell was a mixture of cloying sweetness and industrial antiseptic. The cleaning crew of older women, who seemed immune to the death around them, continuously mopped the floor. But nothing in their buckets ever affected the air quality.

Demand for morgue services continued to outstrip capacity. The weekend’s collection of homicides was on display in black body bags stacked on double decker gurneys. Last week’s unidentified bodies were oversized sardines in the big freezer vaults.  

Emilia walked by, trying to ignore a drip plinking to the floor under one of the gurneys. The hallway overflow was the all-too-tangible evidence that Acapulco was losing the fight. 

One of the assistants directed Emilia into the morgue’s newest extension and closed the door behind her with the soft thwip of a spaceship airlock. Emilia wore a jean jacket but still shivered as she looked around. Rough cinderblock, meat locker cold, and 60 steel body drawers. Overhead fluorescent lighting gave off a greenish glow and a noticeable buzz. 

“Ah, Detective Cruz.” Antonio Prade, coroner and in charge of the Acapulco city morgue, peered at Emilia over tortoise shell reading glasses. He was in his mid-fifties, with short brown hair and a stained lab coat over faded jeans and ancient running shoes.

“I’m here for the taxi driver who was murdered Saturday night near Parque Bellavista,” Emilia said.

“You just missed his wife.” Prade adjusted his glasses and consulted a clipboard, running his finger down a list.

Emilia perched on a stool next to Prade’s stainless steel worktable. “She waited until today to identify the body?”

“Apparently she’s been ill,” Prade said. “A miscarriage.”

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia murmured. 

“She was very stoic,” Prade said absently and tossed the clipboard on the table before plucking a pair of latex gloves out of a cardboard box. “I assume you want to see the body?”

“Yes.” 

Prade found her a disposable surgical mask and tugged open a numbered drawer.

“Cause of death was two shots at point blank range,” Prade said. “One in the chest and the other in the head.”

With the surgical mask clapped against her mouth, Emilia fought a gag reflex. Half of Arrocha’s face was gone. The top of his skull was an empty cavity. White bone rimmed with dark hair held thin strings of pinkish-brown goo.

“The round in the chest penetrated the left ventricle,” Prade went on as if he didn’t notice Emilia’s backwards stumble. “Death was immediate.” 

Emilia forced herself to look again. Arrocha’s body was pristine, almost chiseled, with broad shoulders, sculpted arms, long, powerful legs, and visible abdominal muscles. 

“He was in good shape for a taxi driver,” she remarked.

“Exceptionally fit.” Prade nodded. “Excellent lung capacity.”

Emilia took a few obligatory pictures of the dead man with her cell phone. “Is that it?” she asked. “Two shots. No surprises?”

“Unless you want his clothes.” Prade pulled a plastic carrier bag out of the drawer where it was lodged next to the body. “His wife didn’t.”

He closed the drawer and Emilia found that she could breathe again. Wearing a pair of blue latex exam gloves from the box on the Prade’s worktable, she opened the bag to find the basic uniform for a driver of an upscale sitio taxi. Black pants, short-sleeved shirt, skinny black tie, black socks, sporty black shoes. The tie crackled with dried blood as did the front of the still sharply creased white cotton shirt. 

The door gave a hydraulic hiss and a man in a magenta polo shirt strode in carrying a black briefcase. He smiled cautiously as he scanned the sterile room, trendy eyeglasses catching the overhead. “I’m looking for Doctoro Prade,” he announced.

“I’m Doctoro Prade.” Prade stripped off his own latex gloves to extend a hand. “Who are you?”

“Lieutenant Vicente Campos of the Financial Crimes unit.” 

The two men shook hands. Campos appeared fascinated with the rows of stainless steel drawers but saw Emilia perched on the stool by the worktable. 

“This is Detective Cruz,” Prade said. “How can we help you?”

“Your assistant said you had the body of man named Pablo Arrocha Puente in here,” Campos said. 

“That’s my case.” Emilia came forward. “How can I help you?”

“Disculpe, Detective,” Campos said. “We’ve obviously had a miscommunication. Financial Crimes is handling this.” 

Emilia frowned. “Arrocha is a homicide, teniente.”

“I’m aware.” Campos turned to Prade. “Do you have the autopsy report?”

Prade nodded. “I’ll have my assistant send you a copy.”

Emilia wanted to laugh. If Campos was the head of Financial Crimes, he was an accountant suffering some sort of delusion. Financial Crimes had been in existence for no more than six months; a handful of number crunchers stashed in some office building on the outskirts of Acapulco to compile data and fret over fraud claims that would never be prosecuted. Chief of Police Salazar announced the unit on a Friday afternoon. By Monday it was all but forgotten, blotted out by another weekend wave of homicides. 

“The case has already been assigned to me as the lead detective, teniente,” Emilia said, striving for politeness while making the point that she wasn’t backing down. “Arrocha was murdered at point blank range. A homicide. If you have information pertinent to the case, I’d like to discuss it. In the detectives unit or your office.” 

The lieutenant pressed a forefinger to the temple of his trendy glasses. They were teal. “Detective,” he said with an unmistakable hint of humor in his voice. “While your resolve is admirable, this case belongs to Financial Crimes. I suggest you don’t spend any time on it until I’ve spoken with your superior officer.”

“That would be Lieutenant Franco Silvio,” Emilia said with as much ice in her voice as she could muster. 

What right did this fashionista of a teniente have to say he was taking over her case? He hadn’t seen the murder. He hadn’t tried to run down the suspect through dark streets.

He wasn’t in her chain of command.

“I’ll be contacting him later today,” Campos said.

“I’ll let him know.” 

“Doctoro. Detective.” Campos left. The door closed behind him, sealing itself with an automatic kiss of compressed air. 

“Pendejo,” Emilia muttered.

“This is why I prefer working with the dead,” Prade said. “Never any confusion about who’s in charge.”
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As soon as Emilia walked into the lobby of the Palacio Real, she knew something was wrong. She often got a you-don’t belong-here niggle when she was in workout clothes, but this wasn’t it. 

Yet the enormous vaulted lobby was the same as when she left for work that morning. A row of royal palms, soaring out of blue and white talavera pots as tall as her shoulder marched down the center of the cathedral-like space. The trunks were wrapped in thousands of fairy lights, creating a romantic atmosphere as twilight descended. Guests lounged, drinks in hand, on the sofas and chairs dotted around the periphery for those who wanted a more private cocktail experience than the hotel’s famous open-air Pasodoble Bar. 

The long check-in desk was staffed by hotel employees wearing the Palacio Real’s signature blue floral shirts. 

A few sniffed back tears, others wore stoic expressions.

Emilia crossed the lobby to the desk where head concierge Christine Boudreau was typing, her bloodless lips pursed in concentration. The woman wore the hotel’s signature floral as well, which set off her milky skin, blue eyes, and wispy frame. The tag pinned to her dress gave her hometown as Geneva, Switzerland.

“Hey, Christine,” Emilia said. “What’s going on?”

The concierge’s face tightened at the sight of Emilia’s sweaty tee, cropped leggings, and cross trainers. “Emilia,” she said primly. “No one has to guess where you’ve been.”

“I hope not.” Emilia cut her eyes to the employees moping behind the check-in desk. “Has something happened?”

“Hasn’t Kurt told you?” Christine asked with a show of false innocence. 

“Told me what?”

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll want to tell you himself.”

“Is he in his office?” Emilia thumped the bulky sports bag onto the desk. Christine recoiled in distaste and Emilia decided that even small triumphs counted when it came to her rival. Christine never hid her dismay when it came to Kurt’s taste in women and never lost an opportunity to try and kick Emilia out of the hotel. 

“No,” Christine sniffed. “He went upstairs.”

Puta. Emilia swung her bag off the desk. “Thanks, Christine,” she said, falsely sweet. “You’ve been so helpful.”

“Any time, Emilia,” Christine said, in a voice to match 

Emilia rode the elevator up to the penthouse level and let herself into the apartment. She heard Kurt’s voice coming from the room they used as an office.

He was seated at the desk, the house phone tucked between his ear and his shoulder, while he texted on his cell phone at the same time. Emilia pantomimed that she was going to take a shower and he gave her a swift thumbs up.

Curiosity gnawed at Emilia while she showered and donned shorts and a clean tee. Meanwhile, ice cubes clinked from the dining room.

“Do you want a drink?” Kurt asked. He held up a bottle of Scotch.

“Not right now.” Emilia leaned against the doorframe as he poured the amber liquid over a couple of ice cubes. “What’s going on? Everybody downstairs looked like they were headed to a funeral.”

“Ironic choice of words.” Kurt drank down half the Scotch in a long swallow.

Emilia waited.

“Our hotel in Hong Kong got overrun by protesters,” he finally said. “They drove a truck into the lobby and the police came after them with tear gas.”

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia exclaimed.

Kurt swirled the remaining Scotch around the glass. The ice rattled. “As the whole thing was going down, our manager had a heart attack. Died before they could get him to the hospital.”

“I’m so sorry,” Emilia said. “Did you know him?”

“Adam Ramsey.” Kurt drained the glass. “Good guy. The best. He was the manager here before me. Hired most of the staff we have now.”

“Oh.” No wonder the lobby was in mourning. “Is there anything I can do?”

Kurt shook his head. “The hotel in Hong Kong is wrecked and the staff is traumatized. We need to assess and see what can be salvaged.”

“We?” Emilia picked out the word with the greatest meaning. “Are you telling me you’re going to Hong Kong?” 

“Corporate asked me to lead the recovery effort.” Kurt put his empty glass on the sideboard next to the bottles of expensive liquor. “I’ll take stock, see what it’s going to take to get the hotel operational again, or if it makes more sense to close for good.”

Emilia gaped at him. “While the protests are still going on?”

“It’s only slightly less safe than here.”

“With crazy people driving cars into hotels?” Emilia pressed. “In Mexico we only shoot each other.”

The house phone in the living room rang. The extension trilled from the office.

“It’s for me,” Kurt said, stating the obvious. He gave Emilia a swift peck on the cheek and loped down the hall.

☼

Three hours later, Emilia and Kurt stood on the balcony outside their bedroom and leaned over the wall to watch the restless churn of the ocean far below. 

Their nightly ritual of a glass of brandy on the balcony was one of her favorite things about living in the penthouse at the Palacio Real, the architectural marvel offering seven stories of luxurious hospitality on the southeastern spit of Acapulco Bay called Puerto Marques. The balcony continued around the corner of the building apartment and was accessible from every room. Teak chaise lounges and a matching dining set were accompanied by big pots of geraniums and trailing greenery that someone else cultivated and cared for. 

On this side of the penthouse, the balcony overlooked the hotel’s marina and private beach, as well as the famous two-level Pasodoble Bar. A dozen ceramic lanterns, each as big as a barrel, created a dramatic screen of flames and color between the edge of the Pasodoble’s lower terrace and the shore. Red pindots gently rose and fell against the horizon, evidence of the reflectors on the hotel’s swimming dock. Puerto Marques, the bay-within-a-bay, made for peaceful waters and expensive seclusion. Music filtered up from the Pasodoble, but even that was soothing tonight.

Sometimes it was hard to believe she lived here, with this yellow haired gringo who thought nothing of jetting off across the world to solve problems that were far beyond her experience. On more than one occasion Kurt had introduced her to diplomats, rock stars, and global business tycoons who braved Acapulco’s rising crime rates for the world’s finest in food, accommodations, and relaxation.

Kurt leaned over the wall with his elbows on the ledge. “How was your day?”

Emilia took a sip of brandy. The tile floor was cool under her bare feet. She decided not to tell Kurt about the store owner identifying El Acólito in Veracruz. Kurt had enough to deal with as it was.

“Better than yours,” she said at length. “I got assigned to the murder of that taxi driver. His name was Pablo Arrocha Puente. Two shots at close range. Head and chest.”

“Any suspects?”

“A gang called Los Mozos,” Emilia said. “Left a note. It was in the newspaper today. Very clearly wanted everybody to know he was killed because the sitio wasn’t paying enough protection money.”

They finished their brandy and climbed into bed, both too distracted and tired for more than a swift embrace. Drawn over the French doors, linen curtains suffused the bedroom with milky moonlight. 

“Em?” On his side facing her, Kurt propped his head on his hand.

“What?” Emilia pulled up the matelassé coverlet.

“Let’s not talk about anything serious until I get back from Hong Kong.” Kurt hesitated. “You know what I mean?”

Serious like Saturday night’s half-finished proposal? 

“Sure,” Emilia said. 

“Think about what you want me to bring you back from Hong Kong.”

“Just you.” Emilia slid her thumb over the angle of his jaw. 

Kurt rolled away from her. In a few minutes Emilia heard his breathing grow deep and even. Her hip ached; she should not have tried to work out again so soon.

Tired thoughts tumbled through her head. A store in Veracruz. An athlete with half a face. Braided wedding bands in a fancy jewelry store. 

Was she ready to make a life-changing commitment? Life together in the Palacio Real right now was good. She and Kurt had separated, reconnected, and passed through the fire of Ernesto’s kidnapping and ransom delivery together. 

Kurt had proposed once before, long before she was ready. As far as Emilia knew, his grandmother’s engagement ring was still in a dresser drawer. 

Would marriage to a rich gringo end her police career? Emilia’s position as the only female police detective was precarious enough. The higher-ups could use it as an excuse to boot her out with the claim that she was now too vulnerable to kidnapping. 

She’d have to sacrifice her police career, such as it was, if Kurt’s job led somewhere else. What if he wanted to move to Hong Kong? The other manager did. So could Kurt.

All that paled before the huge dark hole that was the assault she couldn’t remember. El Acólito dosed her with a date rape drug, making her pliant and unable to resist. She had no memory of it and what she didn’t know taunted her. Closure was impossible.

No matter how much time passed, Emilia feared she’d always be hostage to what happened, wearing it like invisible chains. How could she bring this cancer into a marriage?

She turned on her side, her back against Kurt’s. His trip to Hong Kong was a temporary reprieve, giving her more time to consider their future together. 

It was also an opportunity for Kurt to change his mind.

Neither thought was comforting. 
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“Once more, exactly why are we here?” Emilia asked.

“Play nice, Cruz,” Silvio growled.

The ground level of the office building that housed the Financial Crimes unit was eerily silent. Emilia saw closed doors with business logos, but it was clear no one worked there anymore. 

Their footsteps scraped on the stairway winding up to the second floor. 

“Rayos,” Silvio paused halfway to the top, looking at the dim lobby below. “Somebody could film a horror flick here.”

“Talking about movies,” Emilia said. “Have you given any more thought to a quick trip to Veracruz?”

“I don’t want to go to Veracruz.”

“Very funny,” Emilia said, resisting the urge to stick out a foot and trip him. “One day. I could go in the morning. Be back before midnight.”

Silvio grunted and began climbing again. “Mercedes wants to see Diamond Run. Have you seen it?”

“She’ll love it,” Emilia said brightly. “Big twist ending. Alejandra Messi turns out to be an Interpol agent. Never saw it coming.”

“Fuck, Cruz.” Silvio glowered. 

Emilia continued up the stairs.

Financial Crimes took up the entire second floor. The nerve center was an atrium with a circular skylight. An older woman who identified herself as Sen͂ora Mendez escorted them down a corridor to a large conference room.

Lieutenant Campos was there waiting for them in another norteamericano college student outfit; green polo shirt, trendy glasses, shock of chestnut hair. He seemed younger than when Emilia saw him the day before, but then again, the stomach curdling atmosphere of the morgue made everyone appear older before their time.

He seemed genuinely happy to meet Silvio and whipped out a few statistics about the boxing career that predated Silvio’s years as a police officer. Emilia waited as Silvio succumbed to flattery and even threw a couple of shadow boxing moves before they took seats around the conference table. 

Two other Financial Crimes officers were introduced. Emilia caught the names Jorge and Bruno. They seemed happy enough to be overshadowed by the extroverted Lieutenant Campos. 

Just like in the detectives squadroom, Emilia was the only woman in the room.

“We have video from the night that taxi driver Pablo Arrocha Puente was murdered,” Campos said. “I know there’s some confusion about who will move forward with the case and I thought it would help if we watched it before having that discussion.”

A television mounted on the wall winked and a video player filled the display. 

“As I explained to the champ on the phone,” Campos began with a nod to Silvio. “This video is from the security camera from the ATM machine on the side of Santander Bank facing Avenida Bellavista. The camera was angled incorrectly. Luckily for us, it recorded the street rather than the machine’s transaction. When the Santander security team saw the footage, they immediately turned it over to us.”

The television screen filled with a silent black and white video. The time stamp in the bottom corner showed last Saturday’s date.

Emilia immediately recognized the line of taxis waiting for fares at the corner of Avenida Bellavista and Avenida Farallón del Obispo. She and Kurt had crossed right at that intersection. 

The cars shone brightly in the murky footage, parked nose to tail along the curb. The passenger side of each taxi was to the camera, showing off the Taxis Coco logo. Palm trees obscured slender slices of the second and third taxis in line.

The view on the screen represented a quintessential part of urban life. Sitio stands were usually found near large intersections. Sitio taxis were a much safer alternative to crowded buses and the scores of unlicensed taxis that roamed the city vying for clueless tourists to fleece. A ride in a licensed sitio was more expensive, but always cleaner and more reliable. Sitio drivers wore ties.

For several minutes, the video was nothing more than the chronicle of a busy night in the Acapulco entertainment district. Traffic flowed up and down Avenida Bellavista ferrying night owls from the smaller restaurants and clubs on one end to Café Coco and the Cinépolis on the other. The intersection with Avenida Farallón del Obispo was partially in the frame, showing its wider lanes and streams of cars and minibuses. Couples ran across Avenida Bellavista to Café Coco. 

Two men in white shirts and dark ties, obviously drivers, lounged against the third taxi in line.

As they talked, one smoked and the other held a cell phone. Their faces were striped by the shadows of palm fronds stretching into the sky out of view. More pedestrians walked by. No one appeared to be in a hurry.

“Here we go,” Campos murmured.

A dark shape popped into view at the top of the video frame where the northbound lanes of Avenida Farallón del Obispo were visible. As the figure drew closer to the line of taxis, Emilia recognized the encapuchado who had outrun her.

A minivan swerved into the intersection and passed out of the frame. 

At the same time, a woman carrying a plump shopping bag approached the sitio stand. One of the standing drivers noticed and appeared to call out to her but she continued past him and got into the back seat of the first taxi in line. There was nothing remarkable in that; everyone knew to take the taxi waiting at the head of the line. 

Before the taxi could drive off, the hooded man opened the door behind the driver. His face was lost from view as he leaned inside, but a second later, the woman scrambled out of the taxi from the opposite side, in full view of the camera. Still clutching her heavy tote, she took a few steps backwards before opening her mouth in a silent scream.

The encapuchado went to the driver’s window. His shoulder lifted although his hands were hidden from view. Recoil jerked him once, twice. He walked past the front fender, then broke into a run that took him out of the frame.  

As the video counter ticked off the seconds, nothing happened. The other two drivers were frozen in shock or confusion, but neither appeared to be staring at the first taxi in line. Without sound, the scene was almost comical.

Eventually, the taller man opened the passenger door. He quickly backpedaled, sat on the sidewalk, and put his head in his hands. The door stayed open. The camera angle only captured the driver’s torso, still upright behind the wheel. The other sitio driver came to gape at the dead man. Two female pedestrians opened their mouths and gestured wildly before running away. 

“We spoke to the sitio license owner last night,” Campos said as the video ended. “A man named Francisco Donoso Garay. He’s been paying protection money to the Los Mozos gang. When they threatened to kill the first driver in line, he upped the payment.”

“I saw the note,” Emilia offered. “Los Mozos wasn’t shy about claiming responsibility.”

Campos gave her an approving nod. “Exactly, Detective. Of course, there were no prints.”

“Okay,” Silvio broke in, putting the brakes on the other lieutenant’s friendly manner. “We’ll need the interview transcript and a copy of that footage, too.”

Campos pushed on the temple of his designer glasses with a forefinger. “Extortion is a financial crime, champ.”

“Homicide trumps extortion.” Silvio gave Campos a hard smile. “You can get back to your number crunching.”

Campos crossed his knees in a relaxed manner. His socks matched his shirt. “Chief Salazar said that you would lend assistance.”

“We will,” Silvio agreed. “We’ll open a homicide investigation.”

“We’ll expand our extortion investigation.” 

“Financial’s got no jurisdiction over a homicide case,” Silvio pointed out.

Campos steepled his fingers. “Chief Salazar has agreed that Financial Crimes will investigate the murder.”

Emilia stifled a gasp. Financial Crimes was three accountants, a calculator, and an empty building. 

“Exactly how would Financial Crimes catch the killer?” Silvio asked, his voice larded with a warning to Campos that flattery wasn’t having the desired effect. “Hypothetically. Also, keep in mind you need to protect the other drivers at the same time.”

“Los Mozos has a soft spot for women,” Campos said. “The killer let that woman out of the taxi and the note left behind called for citizens to protect women and children.”

Silvio scowled. “So?”

Campos nodded. “We plan on using a female undercover officer.” 

Madre de Dios. Emilia hunched in her chair, trying to make herself invisible.  

“Replace the dead driver with a female driver?” Silvio asked. “There are no female sitio drivers.”

“There will be,” Campos said. “We have Chief Salazar’s permission to borrow Detective Cruz.”
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Standing on the other side of the marble-topped island, Emilia’s mother, Sophia Encinos, rinsed a shucked tomatillo and handed it to her daughter. “When was the last time you made salsa verde?” 

“I don’t know.” Emilia cut the green globe in half and placed the pieces on a baking sheet. “I haven’t cooked anything in months. The hotel chef keeps the refrigerator full or we eat out.”

“You shouldn’t forget how to cook,” Sophia said.

Emilia’s mother was slim and attractive, with long dark hair roped into a 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.

“I should do more,” Emilia agreed. Considering Lieutenant Campos’s plans to stash her in a safe house during the undercover assignment nobody bothered to ask if she wanted, cooking was a distinct possibility. “I’m going to be on an assignment for work, Mama. I wanted you to know because I might not be able to answer the phone. Do you remember how to leave me a voice message?”

Sophia blinked in concern and wiped her hands.

“If I don’t answer, call Tío Raul or Alvaro,” Emilia said hastily, naming her uncle and cousin. Her mother’s new house was still close to other family members. “When the assignment’s over, I want you and Ernesto to come out to the hotel for a day and sit by the pool.”

Sophia blinked again, still processing the shift in topic. Eventually the frown smoothed over and she nodded. “He’d like that.”

Relieved and surprised at her mother’s casual reaction, Emilia sprinkled the baking sheet of tomatillos with oil.

Sophia’s response to unexpected change was usually more dramatic. Her endless nervous breakdown began when her husband died and her eldest child was taken away by her own sister. Emilia had been a toddler then and grew up with a mother who retreated into a closed world of rosy serenity whenever things got too hard or too complicated. If that didn’t work, Sophia burst into tears of confusion until Emilia invented some lie that made the problem go away. 

But moving to the new house had blown a breeze through the cobwebs in Sophia’s mind. 

This house was bigger and much more modern than the tiny house in central Acapulco where Emilia and her mother had lived for nearly a dozen years. When Emilia moved into the Palacio Real, Sophia married Ernesto Cruz, an itinerant knife grinder who bore the same name as Emilia’s late father. He was kidnapped in broad daylight from that house by sicarios answering to fugitive druglord Diego Barrielos Luna. After his rescue, Emilia and Silvio used money confiscated from a crooked Russian diplomat to move Sophia and Ernesto to a safer place. 

In addition to the house, the Russian’s millions bought fake ownership records so Barrielos Luna couldn’t trace the Cruz family. The ruse bought Emilia time, but unless the hapless federales found the fugitive cartel boss soon, she knew he’d find new and inventive ways to get at her. 

“There’s a whole book about the oven.” Sophia’s eyes sparkled as she produced a booklet with the drawing of an electric range on the front. “I had to study it to know how to turn it on.”

“Mama, do you think I should get married?” Emilia asked, buoyed by her mother’s new-found wellbeing. “Would you like that?”

“Yes, of course.” Sophia stopped pushing buttons but didn’t put down the appliance manual. “When you find a good provider like Ernesto.”

“What about Carlos?” Emilia casually threw out her mother’s name for Kurt. "He's a good provider."

“Carlos?” Sophia’s eyebrows drew together in vague concern. “But he’s not Mexican.”

“Doesn't matter."

“I’m sure it would be against the law.” Sophia shook her head. “Carlos is very charming and his hotel is nice, but anything could happen with a man like that.”

Whatever Emilia expected her mother to say, it wasn’t this. “He’s a gringo, Mama, not some criminal.”

Sophia tentatively poked at the digital panel again. An electronic tone sounded and her face lit with excitement. “Look, Emilia. I turned on the oven!”

“That’s great, Mama.” Emilia slumped on the kitchen stool. 

“We have to wait now,” Sophia informed her daughter. “When it gets hot, the bell rings again. After that we put the pan in.”

“Shall I make some coffee for Ernesto while we wait?”

Sophia kissed Emilia’s cheek. “That’s nice, nin͂a. It’s still too hard for him to move around.”

As Sophia gazed rapturously through the oven window at the roasting tomatillos, Emilia poured fresh coffee into a mug and took it through to the living room, chiding herself for raising the notion of marrying Kurt. The decision was Emilia’s. 

She could hardly kick it to someone else.

Ernesto was on the sofa, a blanket over his legs, watching fútbol on the widescreen television. Like the oven, the television came with the house, along with motion detection exterior lights, three palatial bathrooms, and a formal comedor with a crystal chandelier that Sophia was afraid to turn on. 

“Emilia.” Ernesto gave her a half smile as he accepted the mug. The kidnappers had kept him in a coffin, stashed in an abandoned hotel. To pressure the family into coming up with an absurdly high ransom, they’d shot him in the leg and streamed the act on live video. Ernesto was left with sunken cheeks, strands of gray in his hair, and a shuffling gait.

“Your mother likes the new kitchen, no?” he asked and blew across the hot surface of the coffee.

“I do, too.” Emilia settled in the armchair. 

Not yet 50 years old, Ernesto looked twice his age. Emilia got a frisson of guilt every time she saw him. His terrible ordeal and wrecked health were her fault, a direct result of her first ill-conceived encounter with Diego Barrielos Luna.

“Do you want to watch something else?” Ernesto asked.

“No,” Emilia reassured him. “I’ll read Mama’s magazines.” 

“Your mother just finished that one,” Ernesto said.

Alejandra Messi gazed languidly at an adoring world over sunglasses perched on her perfect nose next to bold letters: Go inside her world! Alejandra’s famous pout was candy red. A matching string bikini top barely contained her equally famous breasts.

Emilia surrendered to Hollywood fever and rifled through stories about cat-fighting on the set, starlets sleeping with directors, makeup tips worthy of high class hookers, and crazy Hollywood diet plans until she found the glitzy spread about the star’s pink-infused home in Beverly Hills.

It was a nightmare swathed in pink velvet, the sort of place that would have Kurt calling the hotel decorator in less than a second. Pink kitchen, pink velvet sofa, pink chandelier over a white sideboard inlaid with pink crystals. The superstar floated through the garish rooms holding a poodle with a pink collar. 

“You could be her,” Ernesto said.

“I think she’s mostly made of plastic,” Emilia replied, unable to avoid a little comparison shopping. Alejandra Messi had a body too perfectly sculpted to be natural. The woman would be no help in a bar fight.

“She sings good,” Ernesto said.

Emilia agreed and picked up another magazine. She was halfway through an article on what Antonio Banderas ate for breakfast when Ernesto spoke again.

“I know about him, you know.”

“Antonio Banderas?”

“No.” Ernesto tilted his chin at the doorway that led through the dining room to the kitchen. “Him. Her boy.”

The new house was clearing away more cobwebs than anticipated if Sophia had finally told Ernesto about her lost son, Ernesto Cruz Encinos, Junior, who grew up to become El Acólito. Santa Muerte priest. Human trafficker. Murderer.

Rapist.

“There’s no reason you shouldn’t,” Emilia replied carefully. 

Ernesto held his mug in both hands. “She . . . Sophia wonders about him.”

“Wonders? What do you mean?”

“What happened to me,” Ernesto said. “It was bad for Sophia.”

“It was bad for all of us,” Emilia acknowledged. “We’re glad to have you back.”

“Sophia got scared,” Ernesto said sadly. “She talks about losing him now. How that Karina woman took him. I think maybe now Sophia wants him back.”

Antonio Banderas’s breakfast slid off her lap as Emilia leaned forward and put her hand on the blanket covering Ernesto’s legs. 

“Ernesto, listen to me,” she said urgently. “Mama’s son grew up to be a bad man. A very, very bad man.”

Ernesto patted her hand. “Maybe.”

“He’s like those kidnappers.” Emilia hoped the analogy would resonate. “He’s done terrible things.”

“A man without a mother is like that,” Ernesto said uncertainly.

A shiver of apprehension traced down Emilia’s spine. “Mama can’t go looking for him. He’ll destroy all of us.”

“He’s just one man.” Ernesto was clearly discomfited by her intensity. “I think it would be good for Sophia to see him after all these years. Maybe.” He trailed off. 

“No,” Emilia kept her voice low but packed as much authority into the word as she could. “Promise me, Ernesto, that you won’t let Mama search for him. Ever.”

Ernesto looked down. “All right.”

“After all, Mama’s getting better,” Emilia said. “We wouldn’t want anything to send her backwards.”
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The transfer to Financial Crimes would last a week or two at most. The only thing Emilia bothered with taking from her desk in the squadroom was the binder of Missing Persons reports she referred to as Las Perdidas. 

Upon arrival in the echoing building, Sen͂ora Mendez handed Emilia a box of office supplies and led her to an inner office.

Emilia slung the strap of her shoulder bag over the back of the chair and dumped the box next to the files. Besides a desk and chair, the room was empty. No computer. No window. No dial tone when Emilia picked up the phone. 

The box yielded the bare necessities including pens, a pad of paper, a stapler, a package of colored sticky notes, and a clean white mug. 

“Welcome to Financial Crimes, Detective.” Campos stood in the doorway, resplendent in his teal spectacles and a pink polo. “Do you have a minute?”

“Of course.”

“Let me introduce you around before handing over the case files,” Campos said. 

He guided Emilia down the hall, stopping at office doors to re-introduce her to Jorge and Bruno. Both welcomed her with perfunctory nods, more intent on the spreadsheets plastered across their computer screens. Emilia didn’t ask what they were working on and neither volunteered.

Campos’s office was closest to the secretary’s desk in the atrium. He had another double decker computer set-up, an industrial printer, and a safe twice the size of the one in Silvio’s office. A homemade nameplate proclaimed Vicente Campos in a child’s block print. Photographs of Campos with a smiling woman and boy were pinned to a strip of cork mounted to the wall. 

Two armchairs fronted his desk, which was piled with file folders. He invited Emilia to sit and took the chair opposite.

“You have a lovely family, teniente,” Emilia said.

Campos grinned. “My boy takes after my wife. He’s 16 years old and wants to be a doctor.”

“That’s wonderful.”

The tall boy in the snapshots was the spitting image of his father, with hipster glasses and the same shock of hair falling over a tall forehead. Campos wasn’t what Emilia would consider a handsome man, but he had an appealing vitality. It shone on the son’s face as well.

“We really appreciate you joining the team, even temporarily.” Campos nodded. “I’ve seen your file. Very impressive.”

His genuine warmth was a nice change from Silvio’s habitual growls. “Thank you.”

“Here are the files on the Pablo Arrocha shooting and what we have so far on Los Mozos.” Campos took a short stack of file folders off the desk and handed them to Emilia. “I want you to go through it all. In the meantime, Sen͂ora Mendez is working on your new identity. You’ll have to apply for a chauffeur’s license, deal with car repairs, and so on.”

“Of course.”

“Once you get to the sitio, your goal is reconnaissance
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