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​Money is a good servant but an evil master.
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Mexican proverb

~
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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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CHAPTER 1
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Under the midnight sky, the ocean glowed like mercury. Waves charged at the shore, retreated, and surged again. Emilia Cruz Encinos made her way across the balcony to lean over the stone wall and watch the Pacific fight against gravity.

If only all these people would leave. Emilia needed to be alone in this spot high above the rest of Acapulco. Close her eyes and feel her heart beat in rhythm with the ocean. Draw in big breaths of salty darkness. Settle her mind.

Prepare herself for what she would face tomorrow.

“Day after day I listen to Tony talk about his real estate investment club, eh.” The shrill voice made Emilia wince as she pulled her attention back to the party. Guests were everywhere, mingling between the spacious living room and the balcony, which was nearly as large. The speaker next to Emilia was Jane Wilcox. She and her husband Tony were the Canadian owners of the Santa Rosa hotel. 

“His real estate investment club, eh,” Jane repeated in her accented Spanish. The breeze ruffled her short gray hair as she waved a wineglass to punctuate her words, red liquid sloshing up to the rim. “Buildings and occupancy. Rate of return.” She paused to suck down more wine, then fixed Emilia with a glassy stare. “Is Kurt a member?”

Emilia forced a smile. “Kurt and I don’t talk about money.”

Her stolen moment was over. Emilia led Jane back through the sliding glass doors into the living room in hopes of foisting the tipsy Canadian off on someone else. From across the crowded space, as if he’d heard his name, Kurt Rucker cocked his head and caught Emilia’s eye. He gave her a discreet wink, his wavy blonde hair haloed by the chandelier. Lean and muscled from his disciplined regime of triathlon training, he wore perfectly pressed khaki pants topped by a white polo shirt with the logo of the Palacio Réal hotel; his usual understated look of wealthy gringo hotel manager.

When Emilia returned the wink, he turned back to the two men with whom he’d been chatting. Both were fellow board members of the Acapulco Hotel Association. Twenty board members and their spouses were in the penthouse apartment Emilia shared with Kurt at the Palacio Réal, invited to watch the Sunday evening Copa America kick-off match between Uruguay and Mexico and dine on the buffet supper catered by the hotel’s 5-star restaurant. The Copa America soccer tournament was the biggest sporting event in the Western Hemisphere, with more than a dozen national teams competing for the region’s most prized trophy.  

Mexico had prevailed over Uruguay an hour ago. Dessert and coffee were served and eaten. Emilia wanted all these strangers to get out so she could prepare for tomorrow. She needed to find Jacques Anatole, the Palacio Réal’s head chef and Kurt’s best friend. If Jacques and the kitchen staff made a production about cleaning up, perhaps the guests would get the point.

She realized Jane Wilcox was looking at her expectantly.

“I’m sorry?” Emilia asked, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice.

“I said, you might be young and in love, eh, but make sure to talk about money.” Jane swayed a little. She had to be on her fifth or sixth glass of wine. “Every girl needs to know where she stands, eh. With your looks, you could catch as much money as you wanted.”

Emilia pretended to laugh and took a sip from her own wineglass to avoid a reply. Maybe it was because she was tired, or worried about tomorrow, but Jane Wilcox’s words struck a raw nerve. Talking about whether or not she loved Kurt, or if he loved her, wasn’t a place Emilia was willing to go. 

Te amo. I love you. 

Such small words. Such a big commitment. 

“Emilia, I want to tell you what a beautiful outfit you have on.” Magda Porchenko joined them. Like Jane, Magda was in her fifties. She had blonde hair scraped into a tight bun and wore a white caftan that looked casual yet hideously expensive at the same time. The Porchenkos were Russian and owned the Pacific Lotus on the western side of Acapulco Bay. 

“Thank you,” Emilia said. 

“You’re so fit,” Magda marveled.

Emilia smiled. “I try.”

She’d borrowed the teal silk pants and halter from her friend Mercedes and paired them with her own chunky turquoise necklace, the one bought after making detective. With her straight dark hair out of the way in its usual ponytail, the halter top showed off Emilia’s abs and biceps. Carefully applied makeup hid the scar on her upper right arm; a legacy from being shot not so long ago. 

“Darling Emilia.” Magda put a claw-like hand on Emilia’s wrist. “You never told us how you and Kurt met.”

“We’re dying to know,” Jane slurred in agreement. She edged closer. “Kurt’s the most eligible man in Acapulco and all the ladies at the tennis club . . .” She stopped to guzzle more wine.

“Are terribly jealous,” Magda finished her friend’s sentence.

All the norteamericano women are terribly jealous that a Mexican woman snagged him instead of one of their own, Emilia thought. 

“Here, of course,” she said brightly. “We met here. In Acapulco.” 

“But details, darling,” Magda cooed. “We need all the dirty details.”

“We can live vicariously,” Jane giggled. “I’ll bet he’s a powerhouse in bed, eh?”

Emilia glanced at the adjacent dining room, where the buffet table still bore the remains of dessert as well as a silver coffee service with the hotel monogram. “I think this is our last chance for dessert.” 

“Don’t change the subject, darling.” Magda tightened her grip on Emilia’s wrist. “Was it a blind date? Or were you out clubbing?”

Magda’s husband Sergei Porchenko was probably Russian mafia. Emilia wasn’t about to admit to his wife that she was a cop or that she and Kurt had met because of a major drug smuggling investigation. 

“Well, if you must know―.” She closed in on Magda, bumping into Jane in the process. The Canadian woman stumbled and the contents of her wineglass rained down on Magda’s bosom. 

Magda gave a squeal of dismay as a dark stain bloomed over the sheer white fabric of her caftan. 

“Oh, Magda,” Jane exclaimed loudly. “I’m so sorry.” 

“My God,” Magda shrilled. “This is ruined.”

Tony Wilcox barreled up. “Christ, Jane,” he barked to his wife in English. “Are you drunk again?”

“Entirely my fault,” Emilia apologized.

“Oh, Magda,” Jane exclaimed again and burst into tears.

“Let me get you a cloth,” Emilia said to Magda.

Two minutes later, Magda was in the guest bathroom with a helper from the kitchen staff, having the stain dabbed with club soda. The Wilcoxes called for the valet to bring their car around. Kurt gave Emilia a rueful grin as he left to walk them down to the lobby.

To hell with all of them, Emilia thought as the door to the penthouse closed behind Kurt. She left the other guests talking in the living room, went to the kitchen, and slumped into a chair at the table.

Jacques and two of his helpers were there. The chef glanced at Emilia, poured a glass of water from a fancy bottle, and set it in front of her.

Emilia sat without moving as the helpers cleared the buffet, shuttling back and forth with trays between the kitchen and the dining room. Jacques supervised, meticulously packaging up leftovers. She knew he didn’t normally cater events himself but had done so tonight as a favor to Kurt. 

A few months ago, when Kurt had asked her to move into his new penthouse apartment at the Palacio Réal, Emilia had come on weekends. Not only was there the issue of what her family would say about being unmarried and living with a gringo, but there were practical considerations. The Palacio Réal was on the southeastern edge of Acapulco Bay, a long commute across the city to the police station which housed the detectives squadroom. And her mother Sophia, who’d hovered between reality and fantasy for years, still needed Emilia.

But the commute was manageable and when Sophia remarried, Emilia began to stay at the hotel more frequently. Little by little, her things migrated to the penthouse. Clothes, mementos from her childhood, awards and certificates from her police career. 

But sometimes, like tonight, it was hard to convince herself that she belonged there. 

Jacques gave the helpers a platter of food and let them take it into the unused maid’s quarters behind the kitchen. Emilia and the chef were left alone.

“Jacques,” Emilia said, her head propped by a hand. “Do something. Make these people leave.”

The white chef’s jacket and loose checkered pants disguised the man’s slim frame as he leaned against the stainless steel counter and crossed his arms. Like Kurt, Jacques was a competitive runner and swimmer. He had jet-black hair, a large nose, and a sharp, almost pointed chin that gave his face mobility and character. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be in the other room playing hostess?” he asked.

“I’m done.” Emilia flapped her free hand at the door to the dining room. “I’m horrible at this sort of social thing.”

Jacques chuckled. “Especially when you hide in the kitchen.”

“Don’t joke,” Emilia reproved him. “This is important to Kurt’s career and I’m a disaster.”

“Let Kurt worry about his career.” 

“That’s easy for you to say,” Emilia said.

The chef’s face grew serious and his eyebrows went up. “Emilia, it is foolish to worry,” he said. “No matter how difficult things get, you will always be much better for Kurt than Suzanne.”

Emilia blinked. “Suzanne?”

Jacques nodded. “How could you think otherwise?”

Emilia had no idea who or what he was talking about.

“Em.” Kurt appeared in the doorway and held out his hand to her. “Come and say good night. People are leaving.”

☼

An hour later, wearing a soft cotton nightshirt, Emilia propped her elbows on top of the waist-high wall edging the balcony. The tile floor was cool under her bare feet as she stared down at the moonlit ocean, letting the rhythm of the waves soothe her. The outside lights were off and the darkness was peaceful. 

The balcony was one of her favorite things about living in the penthouse at the Palacio Réal hotel. Wrapping around two sides of the apartment, it was accessible from every room. Teak chaise lounges, a dining table that could seat 12, cobalt cushions, glazed pots full of geraniums and trailing greenery combined to make it the perfect escape.

The sliding glass doors leading to the master bedroom were open. Thanks to the hotel’s professional decorators, that room was straight out of a magazine, with tasteful touches of blue warming the otherwise all-white color scheme. The rest of the apartment was just as streamlined and elegant. Kurt kept telling Emilia that they could redo the penthouse any way she wanted, but it was already nicer than any home she’d ever seen, let alone lived in. 

This side of the balcony overlooked the marina, private beach, and the famous two-level Pasodoble Bar that formed the heart of the hotel. A dozen ceramic lanterns, each as big as a barrel, created a dramatic barrier of flames and color between the water and the edge of the Pasodoble’s lower terrace. Pinpoints of lights bobbed in the inky sky beyond the shore. Emilia knew they were reflectors on the floating dock anchored in the middle of Puerto Marques, the bay-within-a-bay that was part of the secluded charm of the Palacio Réal. The hotel was an architectural marvel; seven stories of luxurious hospitality clinging to the cliffs along Acapulco’s southeastern edge. Diplomats, rock stars, and global business tycoons stayed at the Palacio Réal for the world’s finest food, accommodations, and relaxation.

The Pasodoble was open to the ocean on two sides and bounded by the hotel’s immense lobby on the others. The ocean’s rhythm, along with guitar music and gentle laughter, floated up to Emilia. Even at this late hour people drank and danced, unaware of the woman looking down upon them. 

“Just how drunk was Jane Wilcox?” Kurt asked. 

He knew. Emilia turned around as Kurt joined her on the balcony.

His bedtime attire of tee shirt, cotton boxers, and bare feet did nothing to lessen the combination of natural confidence and personal power that Kurt Rucker wore like a second skin. Maybe it came with his job as manager of Acapulco’s most exclusive hotel or was forged during his years as a Marine in his country’s military. Either way, his confidence had been a magnet for her since the day they met. That was the first time she saw a man with eyes the color of the water beyond the cliffs at La Quebrada and felt a handshake she didn’t want to release.

Emilia felt her face get hot; she could never keep anything from him. “I just bumped her a little,” she confessed. “Are you mad?” 

“No,” Kurt said. “I was ready to punch Tony in the mouth, so your timing was impeccable.”

Emilia accepted one of the two small glasses he carried. Brandy. She was learning about the finer things in life from him. “Punch him? Why?”

Kurt touched his glass to hers. “Let’s just say that Tony found you very attractive and wasn’t shy about letting me know how lucky I am. As if I needed that oaf to tell me.”

He leaned in and gave Emilia a kiss that nearly made her knees buckle. When they came up for air Kurt put his arm around her and they watched the ocean’s relentless chase. 

“Is that why you’ve been out here?” Kurt asked. “You thought I was mad?”

“A little,” Emilia admitted. “I’m thinking about tomorrow, too.”

Kurt played with the ends of Emilia’s hair as the breeze lifted it away from her shoulder. “What’s going on tomorrow?”

Emilia leaned against him as she sipped some brandy. “I’ve been ordered to attend a meeting tomorrow morning at the mayor’s office.”

“Monday morning with Carlota,” Kurt said with sympathy. “What’s on the agenda?”

Emilia had dealt before with Carlota Montoya Perez, Acapulco’s charismatic mayor. Every interaction had left Emilia both awed by the woman’s commanding presence and repulsed by her political machinations. 

“I’m not sure,” Emilia said. “Chief Salazar’s office called me with a royal summons on Friday afternoon. Everyone in the squadroom thinks it’s a task force to look into the El Trio murders.”

“An El Trio task force?” Kurt’s arm tightened. “What’s Carlota got to do with that?”

“Maybe she’ll give us a pep talk.” Emilia heard the false humor in her voice.

In the last few months the Acapulco police department had been thrown into disarray and Emilia knew she was partly to blame. She’d been the one to unknowingly take on the powerful head of Internal Affairs, who together with a lieutenant from Organized Crime and a vigilante group from a small town outside Acapulco, was shipping drugs to El Norte aboard a cruise ship. By a wholly unforeseen set of circumstances, Emilia had broken the ring. Both of the dirty cops were killed, but not before one of them shot her. 

Maybe it was just coincidence, but since then violent crime in Acapulco had spiraled while arrest rates declined. The execution-style murders of three law enforcement officers in as many weeks had thrown the situation into sharp relief. Dubbed the El Trio murders by the press, the fatal shootings had become a rallying cry for improved security. Tensions were high in the police department as every cop wondered if they were next. Emilia was no exception, but she had a better reason than most. 

“The El Trio victims were all senior, weren’t they?” Kurt asked.

“Well, you know about Captain Espinosa,” Emilia said. “Killed last week. He was the federale in charge of the investigation into the killing field at Gallo Pinto.”

Kurt nodded.

“Captain Vega was the second,” Emilia went on. “He was on Chief Salazar’s executive staff. He took over that big arson case.”

Kurt finished his brandy and set the glass on the smooth stone topping the wall. “And the first?”

“Javier Salinas Arroliza was my contact at the state attorney general’s office on the El Pharaoh casino money laundering mess.” Emilia thought back to that case, tossed out when key evidence mysteriously went missing. But Salinas had salvaged something from the wreckage before the casino reopened. “He was one of the good guys. So was Espinosa.”

“What about Vega?”

“Hard to know.”

Kurt waited.

The Copa America party had kept her busy all weekend; now the fears she’d tamped down since the phone call on Friday bubbled up again. 

“There’s one more thing I need to tell you.” Emilia set her empty glass on the wall next to his. “I think I’m on the task force because I worked with all three victims.”

She’d crossed paths professionally with all three of the murder victims, although none had been a close colleague. She hadn’t even met Salinas, just talked to him a couple of times on the phone. But he’d been honest with her and done what he said he would do. A rare and rapidly disappearing commodity these days.

“Who else worked with all of them?” Kurt asked. “Silvio? What does he think?”

“Franco worked with Vega on the arson case, too.” Franco Silvio was Acapulco’s senior police detective and Emilia’s perpetually surly partner. “But he never met Salinas or Espinosa. He wasn’t invited to the meeting, either. None of the other detectives were.”

“Even Loyola?” Kurt asked.

Emilia shook her head. Loyola, who was junior to Silvio, had been made acting lieutenant of detectives several months ago. He now rarely worked cases. “Not invited. He only knew Vega from the arson case.” 

“What are you telling me, Em?” Kurt paused. “That you’re a target, too?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Emilia stared at the lights twinkling in the dark ocean as the unseen swimming dock bobbed. “The El Trio killer could be another cop. Someone on the inside who is being specific about their victims.”

“I can’t believe you waited to tell me, Em,” Kurt said, exasperation and sudden anger in his voice. “You live here. If you’re in danger, that means everybody in this hotel is in danger. I have to know things like this.”

Emilia bristled. “I’m telling you now, aren’t I?”

Kurt turned to look at the ocean again, elbows propped on top of the wall. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that I wish you were invested enough in us . . . in this relationship . . . to tell me things when they happen. Not a week later. Because you’re thinking how things impact us. Not just you.”

Emilia concentrated on the pinpoints of light out in the bay. Why did they keep having the same conversation and why was it always so hard?

Kurt raised his eyebrows at her, clearly waiting for a response.

“I just . . . I don’t know,” Emilia floundered. “You’re talking about . . . commitment. But I’m in one world and you’re in another.”

“That’s not true, Em.”

“Take the people who were here tonight,” Emilia said. “They’re your colleagues. But we can’t even tell them I’m a cop or how we met because we don’t know who they’d tell.” 

“Right now, I’m talking about you and me,” Kurt said. “Forget those other people.”

“They ask questions I can’t answer,” Emilia said. 

“So we’ll figure it out,” Kurt said. 

“Okay,” Emilia said. She didn’t have the energy to fight tonight. “I’m sorry.”

“Okay,” Kurt echoed, his anger spent.

He put his arms around her and Emilia pressed her cheek against his shoulder. “I won’t live scared,” she whispered.

“I won’t let you,” Kurt said into her hair.

They stayed quiet for a long moment on the darkened balcony, as the distant sounds of surf and strings sighed through the night breeze. Her strength came from being with him, in this oasis that he’d created. Some days it felt as if Acapulco was crumbling under the assault of the cartel and gang violence that saw multiple murders on the city’s streets every day. The tourist zone around the lip of the bay was so far immune to the chaos, but in Acapulco’s hilly inland neighborhoods, life was cheap and lost value every day. But up here, in his arms, it still mattered.

“Jacques said a funny thing tonight,” Emilia said. 

“What was that?” Kurt asked. He drew back to look at her but didn’t release Emilia from the circle of his embrace.

“That I was better for you than Suzanne.”

“Suzanne Kellogg?” Kurt blinked. “Jacques said that?”

“Yes.” Emilia gave a tiny smile. “Who’s Suzanne?”

Kurt’s face was unreadable. “An old girlfriend,” he said. “I met her when I worked in Las Vegas. Before I moved to Mexico.”

“Was she special?” Emilia felt suddenly awkward asking the question. They’d skimmed over each other’s past relationships; the past wasn’t important amid the urgency of life in Acapulco.

“For awhile.” Kurt kissed Emilia’s forehead then picked up the empty brandy glasses. “Come on, Em. Let’s go to bed.”

☼

Emilia woke abruptly, seized with an unfamiliar feeling of dread. The bedroom was bathed in moonlight. She squinted to see the display on her cell phone, plugged into its charger and glowing faintly on the bedside table. It was 2:15 am.

Kurt’s side of the bed was empty. Emilia touched his pillow; it was no longer warm. The bedroom door was partially open. 

The hall light clicked on. Emilia heard a muffled grind as the sliding door to the hall closet was pulled aside, followed by the scrape of hangers along the metal rod. Rattling noises ensued. Emilia pictured what was in the closet; two surfboards, tennis racquets, scuba and snorkeling gear, his bike helmets, boxes of winter clothes Kurt never wore.

After a few minutes, the closet door slid closed and the hall light went out.

Kurt came into the dark bedroom. He stopped at the end of the bed and looked around the room, as if it was unfamiliar. Emilia was on the verge of sitting up and saying something when he went to his dresser, a tall piece of furniture full of clothing folded to his precise specifications by the hotel laundry. A moment later he turned on the lamp and methodically combed through the top drawer where Emilia knew he kept odds and ends; cufflinks, a box of loose change, several different watches, the letters and photos his parents and siblings in the El Norte state of New York occasionally sent.

“Damn,” she heard him mutter. Kurt closed the drawer, switched off the lamp, and left the room.

Emilia got out of bed and found the old flannel shirt of his that she used for a robe. Getting it on over her nightshirt took concentration. Despite weeks of physical therapy her right arm was still stiff from the gunshot wound.

She went down the hall. The living room, furnished with leather sofas and scrubbed pine occasional tables, looked even larger now that the guests had gone. Pale stucco walls were illuminated by the night sky shining through the glass doors and framed by open white draperies.

Kurt was slumped on one of the sofas, elbows on knees, head in his hands. 

Emilia snapped on a table lamp, suddenly afraid. 

Kurt’s head popped up. There was an expression of desolation on his face Emilia had never seen before.

“What’s going on?” Emilia asked.

He ran a hand through his hair and that indefinable confidence came rushing back, reanimating his handsome features like water filling a glass. “Did I wake you up?” he asked.

Emilia sat next to him on the sofa, unsure of what she’d just seen. “Trouble sleeping?”

“Thought I’d get a snack,” Kurt said, with the feigned artlessness that Emilia had seen too many times across an interrogation table. “I didn’t eat much with all those people here.” 

Emilia hesitated. If you’re hungry, why were you sitting here in the dark?

A phone shrilled from the bedroom.

“Yours or mine?” Kurt frowned.

Emilia stood up. “Mine.” 

She jogged to the bedroom, skirted the bed, and reached for the phone. It stopped ringing. Emilia checked the call log. 

Silvio. 

Best partner and worst enemy.

“Problem?” Kurt appeared in the open doorway.

“Silvio.” Emilia gave a grimace as she held up the phone. “No doubt he’s drunk and wants to gloat, the pendejo.”

“Tell me you bet with him,” Kurt said. 

“He was offering really great odds.” Emilia hadn’t planned on telling Kurt about her little flutter on the Copa America match. “I put down 200 pesos. It was the smallest bet he would take.”

Before Emilia fought her way into the detectives squadroom, Silvio and his then-partner Manuel Garcia Diaz had been involved in a shootout during a drug bust. Garcia was killed. Initially accused of setting up his partner, Silvio was suspended without pay during the investigation. To make ends meet, he became a bookie, running bets on boxing and fútbol, and kept the sideline going even when reinstated. 

“Your partner is an illegal bookie,” Kurt said. “And you are aiding and abetting.”

“The entire police department is aiding and abetting,” Emilia said dryly. She tossed the phone back on the bedside table. “Do you still want that snack?”

“Snack?” 

“You said you were hungry.”

“Right. Sure.” Kurt smiled a little too widely. “I’ll make us something.” He disappeared down the hall.

Emilia went into the bathroom. Her stomach knotted as she washed her face. Kurt was the one whose life was an open book, the one who shared from the heart and pushed for commitment. She was the one who kept secrets and stalled when things got too serious.

But now, it seemed as if that dependable dynamic was gone. Something was wrong and Emilia didn’t know what it was.

She only knew that Kurt had lied to her for the first time.

Not sure why she was doing it, Emilia turned on all the lights as she returned to the living room. The dining room chandelier came to life and illuminated the doorway to the kitchen. The lights were already on in there, bouncing off the stainless steel appliances and glossy Italian cabinetry.

Two glasses of wine stood on the table. Kurt was busy topping chupata rolls with thin slices of jamón Serrano, tomato, and avocado. “One sandwich or two?” he asked as Emilia sat down.

“Just one.”

Kurt put the sandwiches on a talavera pottery platter and slid one of the glasses next to her hand. “Here you go.”

Emilia took a sandwich despite the tension in her stomach. “Second party of the day.”

“Just the kind of people we are.” Kurt touched his glass to hers.

“Is everything okay?” Emilia asked after a minute or two. 

“As long as you’re okay, I’m okay.” Kurt poured them both more wine.

“I just―.” She was cut off by the distant ring of her phone.

“Yours again, Em.”

Emilia stood up. “If this is Silvio drunk and butt dialing me, I’m going to slay him.”

She stalked down the hall to the bedroom, torn between fury at Silvio and worry that her relationship with Kurt was washing away like sand in a storm. The phone’s ring was insistent. As Emilia hit the button she saw that the caller wasn’t Silvio, but the central police dispatch desk.

“Detective Cruz,” Emilia answered.

“This is the desk sergeant from Dispatch reporting a home invasion.” The male voice on the other end of the line sounded tired. 

“Why call me?” Emilia said, not bothering to mask her annoyance. “Get it out to the night duty unit for that neighborhood.”

“The caller asked specifically for you. Detective Emilia Cruz.”

Emilia lowered herself to the edge of the bed. The knot in her stomach tightened into a fist. “Okay,” she said. “Give me everything you’ve got.”

“Male caller. Couple minutes ago. Reported a home invasion. One victim. Female, 42 years old. Multiple gunshots to the upper chest. Claims she’s been dead less than four hours.”

“How would he know?”

“Didn’t say.”

And you didn’t ask. This sounded like the shooter calling to taunt the police. And he’d named her. Emilia felt sweat bead up on her forehead. “Location?”

The sergeant named a neighborhood known for poverty and violence. It was a combat zone full of street kids where gangs ruled at night and only one cop dared to walk. 

She’d been there before.

Emilia found herself nearly doubled over, the phone still pressed to her ear. “Did the caller identify himself?”

“No. Just kept repeating a number. Said it was a badge.” The sergeant on the other end was getting testy with all her questions. “Said to call you and have you come. That neighborhood, we figured it was some sort of hoax. The captain here thought you should be aware. You got any enemies in that area?”

“Did you run the badge number?” Emilia demanded.

“No,” the sergeant said sulkily. “We can get somebody to do it in the morning, if you think it’s important.”

“Run it,” Emilia nearly shouted. “I’ll hold.”

She forced herself upright and held her breath as the clack of computer keys traveled through the line. Blood pounded in her ears and every nerve stretched to the breaking point.

Less than a minute later, the sergeant cleared his throat. “We got a hit,” he said. “The badge belongs to Detective Franco Silvio.”
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CHAPTER 2
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The mayor’s conference room was as big as a parking lot. Small groups of men in twos and threes ranged on the periphery of the room, where brocade chairs and occasional tables encouraged intimacy. Or secrecy. Conversations were low and hushed.

The white jacketed waiter led Emilia to the vast table in the center of the room. He pulled out a chair and Emilia sat down. Next to a cup and saucer, a folded place card boasted her name. The waiter came back with a silver coffee pot. She thanked him, wondering if he knew that he’d just saved her life.

A couple of big swallows and much-needed caffeine began to make itself felt. Cookies were set out on the huge mahogany table. Between coffee and sugar, she just might stop feeling like a zombie. 

She’d been up more than 24 hours and hardly remembered driving from the crime scene back to the Palacio Réal. There had been barely enough time to wash up, put on her one dressy suit, and make it to the mayor’s office in time for the task force meeting. Her eyes were swollen from the good cry she’d had in the shower, but Emilia was sure that with Carlota in the room, few would be looking at her.

Emilia took a handful of cookies and looked around. The table was ready for 20, with little place cards by each setting. Emilia wondered how many of those around the table would be members of the actual task force.

Although she’d been in the mayor’s chambers before, she’d never been in this particular conference room. A giant seal of the city of Acapulco, with a hand grasping stalks of wheat, filled the center of the far wall. The opposite wall was a gallery of dramatic photographs. Emilia recognized the cliffs at La Quebrada, the Fuerte San Diego, a cruise ship lit against a midnight sky, a view of Isla Roqueta at the southwestern lip of the bay. 

The waiter refilled her cup. Several men took seats on the other side of the table. Coffee cups were filled as the men looked around as if they, too, had never seen the conference room. Emilia marked them as possible task force members.

Two men stayed in a corner by a carved sideboard. One wore a police uniform and was easily recognized by his trademark bald head, beaked nose, and the amount of gold braid on his shirt. Acapulco’s chief of police Rodrigo Salazar was in his late fifties. He was slim, fit, and testy. 

The other man was Victor Obregon Sosa, the head of the police union for the state of Guerrero. 

From their body language it was clear the conversation was terse. Obregon ended it with a jerk of his head, then wheeled around towards the conference table. Chief Salazar stalked out of the room.

The waiter came around again and Emilia gratefully accepted a third cup of coffee. A fresh plate of cookies appeared and she took two more, knowing that in another ten minutes she’d be hysterical from caffeine, sugar, and grief, but also still awake. 

More people came into the room. A young woman in a fashionable black skirt suit took the seat next to Emilia. “Hello, I’m Claudia,” she said.

The woman’s place card read Claudia Sanchez Rangel. Emilia shook the proffered hand. “Detective Emilia Cruz.”

The woman’s eyes widened and she leaned closer. “Oh, I know,” she exclaimed breathlessly. Wavy hair streaked auburn by a skilled stylist fell over one shoulder. “I’ve been simply dying to meet you.”

Emilia was caught off guard by the reaction. Had she missed some sort of introductory message with biographies of the task force members? 

“Was there an email?” she asked.

“Oh, no.” Everything Claudia said was delivered with childish excitement. “I just went to Carlota’s office and she told me.”

“Oh.” Emilia decided that Claudia was some sort of administrative assistant. She didn’t have the maturity or reserve usually found in a skilled investigator. Maybe she was a secretary and had information about the task force members. “Who else did she tell you about?” Emilia asked.

“I’m so excited to be working with you. May I call you Emilia?” Claudia took a sip of her coffee, making a guppy face to avoid smearing her dark red lipstick. Her nails matched her mouth. “Isn’t this the best coffee? We’ll have to have this kind in the office.”

Emilia smiled weakly but didn’t reply. Claudia reminded her of a rich teenager in her mother’s Sunday clothes. She might be pretty and expensively dressed, but she didn’t belong there. 

The waiter filled Emilia’s cup again. 

More people sat at the table. Emilia didn’t know any of them, but she would soon. They were the members of the El Trio task force. Despite sleep deprivation and images from last night that wouldn’t leave her head, Emilia felt her spirits rise. Or maybe it was just the coffee.

Obregon dropped into a seat across the expanse of polished mahogany tabletop and snapped his fingers to get the waiter’s attention. He looked at Emilia. “Long night, Detective Cruz?”

The head of the police union was dressed in his customary black, as if always building the mystique that powered his empire. Obregon had a network that reached throughout the state of Guerrero, much of it due to “businessmen” whose business was using law enforcement to best advantage. 

Emilia knew that Obregon’s hands were dirty, but at the same time she’d seen him use his influence to save lives and attain justice. He was the mayor’s frequent escort, yet often made it clear to Emilia that sex was on offer. It was always best to walk carefully around him.

“Have you heard about Silvio?” she asked in reply.

“If you’re talking about your partner, everyone has heard,” Obregon said laconically as he accepted a cup of coffee from the waiter. “Silvio outdid himself this time. Of course, it was just a matter of time.”

Emilia didn’t understand what he meant, but before she could reply there was a small commotion by the door. Chief Salazar came in and held the door for Acapulco mayor Carlota Montoya Perez. The mayor walked through flanked by two bodyguards and followed by a staff of three men and two women, all dressed in dark suits. In contrast, Carlota strode across the room wearing a dark pink lace jacket with bracelet-length sleeves and a matching pencil skirt that skimmed the top of her calves. Jet black hair brushed her shoulders and framed the well-known face. Carlota’s makeup was so perfect as to be nearly invisible but Emilia knew no woman was that gorgeous without some help. Her age was a well-kept secret; Carlota was 25 or 50 or any age in between.

Everyone, including Emilia, got to their feet. Carlota went around the room, shaking hands warmly and exchanging air kisses. When she came to Emilia, the mayor greeted her like an old friend. Carlota took the place next to Obregon, leaving the seat at the head of the table empty. Chief Salazar sat opposite Carlota. Her retinue sat at the other end of the table.

Carlota waved a hand at the waiter, making a diamond tennis bracelet sparkle in the sunlight coming through the tall windows. 

Once everyone’s cup was full and the servers withdrew, Carlota thanked those around the table for coming. Emilia mentally flipped through a catalogue of every cop she knew. She didn’t recognize anyone besides the chief and Obregon. 

No one besides Chief Salazar was in uniform, either. That meant that the members were from plainclothes assignments, like Special Operations, rather than from uniformed units. Or maybe some were from the state attorney general’s office, there to work the Salinas angle. Hopefully Acapulco’s task force was also drawing on federal law enforcement units that operated in street clothes.

Carlota stood up and addressed those around the table. “As you know,” she began. “Security issues are uppermost in my mind as we prepare for Acapulco’s Olympic bid. After a 90 day study period, my staff has come up with a proposal that Chief Salazar joins me in supporting.”

Carlota continued to talk in general terms about Acapulco’s valiant efforts to contain street violence and convince tourists, businesses, and the Olympic selection committee that the city was safe, happy, and ready. As Carlota went on and on, Emilia drank the last of the coffee in her cup and wished the waiter had left the pot. Sitting still in this comfortable chair, she could feel the exhaustion and heartbreak in her bones.

Everyone around the table appeared to listen intently as the mayor spoke. There were smiles and nods but no interruptions. Carlota was an engaging speaker; plus she looked just like all the famous billboards dotted across the city. They featured her perfect smile and exhorted citizens to recycle, throw trash in new decorative bins, and support the city’s Olympic bid. Nobody recycled, the decorative bins were constantly vandalized, and Acapulco didn’t have the infrastructure to host the Olympic games, but the mayor’s vision translated into great popularity poll numbers. 

Carlota beamed at the group around the table. “Now I’d like to introduce our esteemed chief of police, Rodrigo Salazar. We have partnered on this new proposal and he can explain it so much better than I.” Carlota sat down to a hearty round of applause.

Now that the preliminaries had been taken care of, Emilia was eager to listen. Chief Salazar would talk about the task force, introduce the members around the table. Let them dive into the El Trio case files and catch a killer.

“First, my thanks to the mayor for this meeting,” Chief Salazar said, remaining seated. “Since coming to office, she has been a strong supporter of law enforcement. She has a progressive view of how the police can help Acapulco welcome visitors.”

Mostly by shaking them down for bribes. Emilia swallowed the thought and tried to look attentive, helped by the rush of caffeine and sugar. She’d heard that Chief Salazar had taken the murder of Captain Vega pretty hard. Vega had been on the chief’s executive staff. 

Chief Salazar droned on about aligning police resources with Carlota’s vision for Acapulco and finished to applause without ever mentioning the El Trio murders. Carlota said something to an aide and the lights in the conference room dimmed. A screen unwound from the ceiling and the city seal appeared as music played.

They watched a documentary about an all-female police unit in India that had cut crime in half in a major city. The women wore matching saris and headscarves. Several spoke on camera, lauding their unit’s effectiveness and the impact on the city. The camera panned out after that, showing patrol units of two women walking their beat, talking to beggars and calling in a burglary with little radios clipped to the fabric swathed across their chests. 

“Aren’t they clever?” Claudia whispered to Emilia. The younger woman squeezed Emilia’s hand where it rested on the table, as if they were best friends catching a movie.

Emilia made a fist and subtly shook off the other woman. 

She looked around the room. Everyone was watching the screen except Obregon. He was making notes on a pad with a silver pen, a half-smile on his face. 

The film wrapped up with comments by the mayor of the city in India. His popularity had risen remarkably since the all-female police unit began patrolling the streets. People trust them, the mayor said. That means the people trust me, too. Crime is down, and more visitors were coming to the city now. Women feel safe going out. Life here is good, thanks to the new police unit.

Emilia stifled a yawn and hitched herself into a different position to keep from falling asleep. Women in saris had nothing to do with the El Trio murders.

The lights brightened and the screen reeled back up into the ceiling. Carlota went to a podium angled to face the table. “Acapulco is a modern and vibrant city that welcomes the world,” she declared. The diamond bracelet again caught the light as Carlota tossed back her hair. “To our beaches. Our skyscrapers. Our shops and markets. Our conference venues and our businesses. Our challenge is to keep our visitors safe. With style.”

A ripple of obligatory laughter ran around the conference room.

Carlota smiled. “That is why, after much discussion with Chief Salazar and head of the police union Victor Obregon Sosa, I have decided to form an all-female auxiliary unit. This unit will be Acapulco’s doves of peace.” She paused dramatically. “Las Palomas. The Doves of Acapulco.”

She waited for applause, which came in an enthusiastic wave. Stunned, Emilia found herself clapping along. Surely this new unit was just the first of a number of issues the meeting would address. The El Trio task force had to be next on the agenda.

Carlota accepted the accolade with a smile of ownership. She raised her hands for quiet and continued. “Chief Salazar has promised me that the unit will be operational within 30 days. I have no reason to doubt his word, especially given our selection to head it up.” 

Emilia glanced at Obregon. He licked his lips at her and she focused on Carlota again.

The mayor extended a manicured hand toward the woman next to Emilia. “Please join me in congratulating Claudia Sanchez Rangel from my own staff. Claudia, please stand up.”

Claudia got to her feet and beamed at Carlota. There was a smattering of polite applause.

Emilia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. How could Las Palomas be a police unit if it was headed by one of Carlota’s office minions? Claudia Sanchez Rangel probably didn’t have the first idea how to run a police unit. 

This was another one of Carlota’s ideas that was all about image and nothing about reality.

Claudia continued to stand as Carlota swept her gaze around the table. “Claudia will be ably assisted by her chief of operations, an officer hand picked by Chief Salazar. Please join me in congratulating Detective Emilia Cruz Encinos.”

Emilia gave a start, knocking over her empty coffee cup.

Claudia reached down and grabbed Emilia’s hand, pressuring her to rise. As Emilia got to her feet, feeling like she’d been struck with a bag full of wet sand, Claudia pumped their joined hands into the air. The room erupted into another round of applause.

Across the expanse of polished wood, Obregon licked his lips again.

“I’m so excited,” Claudia mouthed to Emilia. 

“Stop it,” Emilia hissed. She snatched her hand back and sat down.

Claudia resumed her seat, lower lip trembling.

Carlota began talking again, but the mayor’s words were lost on Emilia. Surely this was all a mistake. They were here to talk about the El Trio murders.

Her breath came in little caffeine-fueled gulps as various people around the table were revealed to be from Carlota’s public relations machine or Obregon’s union organizers. The group discussed the aggressive timeline, office space that the union was willing to provide, and Carlota’s press appearances to announce the formation of the Las Palomas unit. 

Claudia agreed with everything, as if she had a choice. 

Finally, Carlota declared Las Palomas a reality that would bring peace to the streets of Acapulco. The meeting was adjourned to another round of applause.

When the mayor stood to leave, so did Chief Salazar. Emilia bolted to her feet. She had to talk to him, make sure he understood last night’s horrible tragedy. Surely, he would not reassign her to this ridiculous unit if he knew.

Meaningless chatter swirled around Emilia as she worked her way around the room to where Chief Salazar stood talking with some of Carlota’s staff. People she didn’t know shook her hand and wished her well. Small talk was obviously expected; Emilia smiled weakly and murmured her thanks.

Chief Salazar moved towards the door, still in discussions with several men. Emilia broke out of the pack of well-wishers. 

But Claudia Sanchez stuck to her elbow. “Detective Cruz, I’d like to schedule our first team meeting for this afternoon.”

“Not now,” Emilia said.

She pushed past Claudia, shouldered a suit out of the way, and edged close to Chief Salazar. 

“May I have a word with you, mi jefe?” she asked, trying to keep the urgency out of her voice. 

“Cruz,” he said. The single word was laden with irritation at her interruption. 

“Two minutes, mi jefe. Thank you.” It was dangerous to be so presumptuous, Emilia knew, but she couldn’t help it.

Several of the suits with the police chief smiled indulgently as Emilia kept up with the knot of people with Chief Salazar. They passed into the hallway outside the mayor’s reception area. The chief’s security detail stayed with the group.

“What is it, Cruz?” Salazar’s words were clipped.

“I greatly appreciate your confidence in me, mi jefe.” Emilia started on her hastily composed speech, despite the multiple pairs of eyes staring at her. “But I’m a detective. Not a chief of operations. This assignment should go to someone with more compatible skills.”

“Cruz, you will select candidates, train them, and get those women patrolling the streets of Acapulco within 30 days. And it was the mayor who has confidence in you, not me.” Salazar looked at his watch. It was heavy and gold.

“Mi jefe,” Emilia said, refusing to be dismissed so quickly. “I’m on a critical case right now. My partner’s wife was murdered last night.”

“Your partner’s wife?” One of the suits positioned himself at Chief Salazar’s elbow and pointed at Emilia.

“Yes,” Emilia started. “A home invasion.”

Salazar shook his head. “What happened last night was unfortunate, Cruz, but the investigation will go forward without you. The mayor’s new unit is just as important.” He walked away, the entire group moving with him.

Just as important? 

Emilia felt the blood pound in her head as she glued herself to Salazar’s side. “Mi jefe, with all due respect, I request that my assignment to Las Palomas be given to someone else. Or at least delayed while the investigation is ongoing.”

Chief Salazar stopped and stared at her as if astounded.

“We can give her some time,” one of suits said.

Chief Salazar gave the man a thin-lipped smile. “We have many excellent detectives,” he said. “Detective Cruz often has trouble remembering that she is not the only one.”

“Please, mi jefe,” Emilia pleaded. “This could be related to the El Trio murders.”

The suits excitedly exchanged glances. “The El Trio murders?” one of them exclaimed. “Are you saying there’s been another one?”

“There should be an El Trio task force,” a second suit opined. “Good for Carlota’s image.”

Another man chimed in, concern all over his fleshy face. “That’s Acapulco’s biggest public relations mess right now. We all liked Detective Cruz’s file, but if she’s on the El Trio thing, we can get someone else for Las Palomas.”

Emilia didn’t know who the suits were, but today they were her guardian angels.

Chief Salazar’s smile was so tight his face looked like a mask. “Unfortunately, there is no El Trio task force,” he said stiffly to the cluster of suits. “The Acapulco police have the jurisdiction to investigate Captain Vega’s death and my office is doing so. The attorney general’s office investigates their own, as do the federales. There is no task force combining all three. But of course, we are all cooperating and sharing information and each of the crimes will be solved with all possible speed.” His glance narrowed and focused on Emilia. “As for you, Detective Cruz, you’d do well not to question the capabilities of your fellow detectives.”

“No, no, of course not, mi jefe,” Emilia said hastily. “If this crime had happened to anyone else, I wouldn’t be asking. But this is my partner.”

“We can give Detective Cruz some time to sort things out, can’t we, Chief Salazar?” 

It was that distinctive female voice, always pitched between command and cajole. All heads swiveled to see Carlota standing in the hallway a few feet away. 

Obregon was at her elbow. “Carlota, I think we should let Chief Salazar make that decision.”

Carlota gave a frosty smile. “The El Trio situation is a public relations black eye. We can give Detective Cruz a week, shall we say? I’m sure she’ll show some impressive results.”

The hallway was crowded with competing agendas Emilia didn’t understand. The tension between Carlota, Obregon, and Salazar was practically visible, arcing between them like electricity. It included her, too, and Carlota’s remark about “impressive results” felt like a warning.

“Of course.” Chief Salazar’s face betrayed nothing. “A week for Detective Cruz to get her affairs in order, wrap up current investigations, and clean out her desk.” 

“Excellent.” Carlota gave a regal nod and swept by. Minions followed in her wake like a school of fish. Obregon stayed with the suits, clearly enjoying the sight of Salazar being put in his place by the mayor.

“Gentlemen, will you excuse us?” Salazar said pointedly.

Obregon and the suits moved down the hallway. The security detail backed away a step, leaving Salazar and Emilia alone by a gilded console table.

“How dare you attempt to negotiate with me.” Salazar’s face flushed with suppressed anger as he spat out the words. “You will take the jobs that are assigned to you and behave like a police officer who understands the concept of chain of command, instead of a little girl who doesn’t like the games played in the schoolyard. Carlota may have helped you out today, but she won’t be there the next time. Do you understand me, Detective?”

“Yes, mi jefe,” Emilia murmured.

Chief Salazar strode away, back to the suits and Obregon, his security detail maintaining their respectful distance. He spoke to the group of suits, they all shook hands, and the suits disappeared into the mayoral offices. 

Salazar and Obregon were left alone near the exit. Obregon glanced down the hall at Emilia. Salazar spoke to one of his security detail. The man came back down the long hallway and pointed at Emilia. “You waiting for something, Detective?”

Over his shoulder, it was clear that Salazar and Obregon were arguing.

“No,” Emilia said. She went back into the waiting room.

Emilia leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. The caffeine and sugar that had propped her up for the past two hours were gone. 

“Detective Cruz, I’m so glad I found you.” It was Claudia Sanchez again, but no longer Emilia’s new best friend. She thrust out a cell phone, the gesture full of shaky bravado. “I need your contact information.”

Emilia blinked at the woman.

“We need to schedule our first planning meeting,” Claudia continued. “I’d like to make it the same time every week. We’ll meet in my office in this building until we move to the Las Palomas headquarters.”

She paused and looked at Emilia expectantly.

Emilia didn’t move.

After a moment of confusion, Claudia went on doggedly. “We have a lot of decisions to make. Carlota has given me a file full of her ideas. We really need to focus on the uniforms. Carlota wants something with that signature Las Brisas pink.”

“Do you have any idea what it means to be a cop in this city?” Emilia asked abruptly.

“I . . . I majored in public administration and security in college,” Claudia stammered. “I’ve been working for the mayor for almost two years.” 

Emilia was nearly speechless with sudden fury. “Have you ever listened to your partner describe how he came home to find his wife a bloody dead mess?” She launched herself off the wall. “Paid a snitch on the street for information to keep your friends from being killed? Scraped bodies off a sidewalk after a gang fight?”

Claudia took a shaky step away from Emilia. “You’re not being very nice, Detective Cruz.”

Emilia’s anger fled as quickly as it came. Claudia’s face was puckered with the effort not to cry.

The situation was hopeless. 

“I have to go,” Emilia said.
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Emilia walked into the squadroom to see a dozen uniformed cops clustered around Loyola, the bespectacled former teacher who was now acting lieutenant of detectives, as he handed out flyers and rattled off instructions.

Detectives Macias and Sandor were over by the long wall used to display information about active cases. It had already been turned into the murder board for the shooting death of Isabel de Silvio. Her picture, obviously copied from her national identity card, or cédula, topped the board. Below it, photographs of the crime featured the woman’s body crumpled on a stairway. A dark puddle of blood spread beneath her. 

On the other side of the big room, two desks were shoved into the corner which previously had hosted the coffee maker. Technicians armed with coils of wire and blinking equipment were obviously installing a hot line call center. Three uniforms were squeezed into the space; two spoke into headsets while the other typed assiduously on a computer keyboard. From its new perch on top of the filing cabinet, the coffee maker gurgled as the carafe filled with the promise of more caffeine.

Emilia got a wave of acknowledgement from Macias as she skirted Loyola’s impromptu briefing and went to her desk. It was pushed nose-to-nose with Silvio’s so that the backs of their computer monitors touched. Her partner’s coffee mug, with a puddle of brown sludge at the bottom, sat forlornly by his keyboard, a painful reminder of their discussion of the El Trio murders on Friday. 

Like she did every morning, Emilia unlocked her desk, opened the deep file drawer, and dumped her shoulder bag on top of the binder containing Emilia’s personal files on women who’d gone missing in Acapulco. She shoved the drawer closed just as a uniformed courier came into the squadroom, stopped for a moment to take in the noise and the chaos, then made a beeline for her.

“Detective Cruz?” he asked.

“Sure,” Emilia said. “What have you got?”

He handed her a large gray envelope and left.

“That was fast,” Emilia muttered. The crime scene report from Silvio’s house, no doubt. 

She unfastened the clasp and pulled out a log of calls related to a cell phone number. Emilia stared at the printout for a full minute before it clicked. This was the record of calls made to and from the cell phone of Yolanda Lata, a dead hooker whose daughter Lila was one of the missing in Emilia’s binder. Emilia had found Yolanda’s phone by accident weeks ago and had requested the phone records in hopes of picking up Lila’s trail again.  

“You got something, Cruz?” Sandor called across the room.

Emilia shook her head. “Another case,” she said. “But it’ll wait.”

“God help us if anything else comes in today,” Sandor grumbled.

She dropped the cell phone record into the desk drawer with her bag and the binder and joined Macias and Sandor at the murder board. Macias had sketched in a brief timeline but like the start of every investigation, there was precious little information. Sandor tacked up two more photographs of the dead woman. Emilia swallowed hard as she looked at the photographs of the crime scene. It had been hard to look at the real thing last night; today’s gory images were no easier.

Loyola wound up his instructions to the uniforms and asked if anyone had questions. Emilia counted a dozen young men wearing bulletproof vests with POLICIA stenciled front and back. Bulky task force radios weighted belts already laden with guns, nightsticks, handcuffs, and pepper spray. Primary radios were clipped to shirt collars. Emilia knew the old radios were an emergency measure in case the primary radios got jammed. More and more frequently, the drug cartels were learning police radio frequencies and blocking them in neighborhoods like El Roble where business was brisk and violence was high.

These were the cops who’d be going door-to-door to ask questions but also to display a show of force. The message was clear: the killing of an Acapulco cop’s wife in a home invasion scenario was a high profile case being taken very seriously. A few of the uniforms asked questions about what to expect in El Roble, would they be out of there before sundown, how many suspects could they gather up. Emilia noticed their uniforms sported a small white diamond on the shoulder, the symbol of the Special Assignments unit. Like the Special Weapons and Tactics unit, Special Assignments officers had specialized skills.

Macias saw her looking at the group. “Silvio’s old unit, you know. Before he made detective.”

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia said. “El Roble is going to get a surprise.”

Considered one of Acapulco’s elite units, Special Assignments was called out when there was a need for breaking doors, heads, and rules. Recruited for size, strength, and toughness, the members were the thugs of the police department. The unit was informally known as the Ball Busters. 

Calling out Special Assignments meant that Loyola was going big with the investigation and Emilia felt her spirits lift. He’d been acting lieutenant for a couple of months now and the stress of the job was taking its toll. The former teacher had been a solid investigator, and a fairly honest one, but as the head of the detective squadroom he was crippled by indecision. Every move had to be vetted with Chief Salazar’s staff. As a result, many cases went untouched and even the least competent detectives were frustrated to the breaking point. 

The Ball Busters thundered out amid barking orders, the stomp of heavy boots, and the slap of nightsticks against palms as the men revved themselves up. Most of them probably didn’t know Silvio, but his reputation as both detective and bookie stretched far and wide. Bad things had happened to a fellow cop—and a famous one at that—and they were out to get payback.  

Air rushed back into the squadroom. There was a moment of quiet then a blast of urgency as phones rang, the hotline techs gathered up their equipment, and the uniforms in the corner debated procedure.

“Cruz. Macias. Sandor.” Loyola gestured tiredly at his office door. “In here.”

Emilia dropped into one of the cheap plastic and chrome chairs in front of the scarred metal desk. The sickly green walls, fluorescent lighting, and mountain of files gave her an instant headache. Macias and Sandor seated themselves as well.

Loyola took off his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re throwing everything at the Isabel de Silvio case. Hotline in place, teams in El Roble, forensics working the scene. Dr. Prade is doing the autopsy later today, but from what we know I doubt there’s going to be much more for us there.” He resettled his glasses in place and looked at Emilia. “First piece of business. Tell us about the El Trio task force. Can they help? What can they give us?”

Emilia shook her head. “There is no El Trio task force.”

Both Macias and Sandor exclaimed, “What?” 

Loyola half rose from his chair behind the desk. “Explain.”

Emilia felt sick having to tell them. “It was a meeting about a new unit Carlota is sponsoring. A female patrol unit called Las Palomas. I’m supposed to be the chief of operations.”

Loyola’s eyes bulged behind wire rims as he slowly sank back into his chair. “Nobody told me.”

“Not a good time to dance off to some sweetheart job, Cruz,” Sandor said angrily.

“I don’t get a choice,” Emilia said. “Chief Salazar was there and made it crystal clear. I go over on Monday.”

“Nobody told me,” Loyola repeated.

Emilia clenched her fists on her thighs. “I get to stay here for the rest of the week because, as she put it, Carlota expects us to produce impressive results. Apparently for her, El Trio is a public relations nightmare.”

“Cops are getting killed,” Macias exclaimed. “And this is about public relations?” 

“Exact words.”

Macias let loose with a string of invective. Sandor looked angry. 

Loyola took off his glasses again and polished them with the end of his tie, an article of clothing he’d never worn as a detective. “Go back to the business about there not being an El Trio task force,” he said. “Why not?”

“Chief Salazar claimed competing jurisdictions,” Emilia said. “I don’t think he’s convinced that the murders are related.”

“That’s crazy.” Macias leaned forward in his chair. “The shooter was going for Silvio and got Isabel by mistake. A fourth victim for whoever this pendejo is.”

Loyola held up his hands in a not-so-fast gesture. “What about Silvio’s bookie business?” he asked. “It happened the night of a Copa America match. Maybe somebody didn’t like his gambling odds. Got mad at Silvio and killed his wife to teach him a lesson.”

“Maybe the wife was the intended target,” Sandor suggested. “She had an enemy in the neighborhood. She cheated at cards. Had a lover who wanted to get even after she kicked him to the curb.”

“Please, Isabel did not cheat on Silvio or at cards.” Emilia knew that like she knew her own name. “Isabel was not the intended victim. Nobody had a personal reason to kill her in the middle of the night. She was a nice lady who made meals for homeless kids.”

“She was a cook?” Macias asked.

“Isabel cooked for the homeless kids in El Roble,” Emilia said. “Dinners a couple of times a week. Probably fed 40, 50 kids each time in the courtyard of their house.”

“Like a welfare program?” Loyola asked, squinting at her across his desk.

Emilia nodded. “Something like that.”

“Why?” Loyola asked.

“It doesn’t matter.” Emilia looked at each of the surprised men in turn. They’d worked with Silvio for far longer than she had. “I can’t believe you don’t know. It’s why Franco kept on with the bookie thing. He made enough to buy the food so Isabel could keep feeding the kids.”

“Rayos,” Loyola swore. “This is going to be on the news tonight and the mayor is going to be screaming about another public relations nightmare. ‘The saint of El Roble gunned down in her own home.’”

“And the El Trio killer still out there, picking off cops,” Macias added.

“The press will make the connection to El Trio,” Emilia said. “Even if Chief Salazar’s office doesn’t.”

“All right, all right.” Loyola closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose again. “We work this on the theory that either Silvio was the intended victim, a fourth El Trio, or he’s got an enemy who wanted to send him a message by hurting the wife.”

“You know I worked with all of them,” Emilia said. “Salinas, Vega, Espinosa. Silvio.”

Quiet settled over the room. Loyola dropped his hand and opened his eyes.

“Any one of us could be next,” Macias said. He and Sandor shared a look.

“Do you know something, Cruz?” Loyola asked. 

Emilia shook her head. “I don’t have anything more than you do.”

Loyola put his glasses back on and began writing on a pad. “All right. We’ll hit this as hard as we can, as fast as we can. With any luck, the Ball Busters will shake things up in El Roble, scare somebody into giving up a lead. Somebody will have seen something.”

Emilia was glad that for once, Loyola was leading instead of waiting for orders. He and Silvio had been colleagues and rivals for years. Loyola’s appointment as acting lieutenant created tensions between the two men exacerbated by Loyola’s crippling deference to his superiors. 

Everyone knew that Silvio was senior and the better administrator and investigator. But a combination of scandal and bad attitude had stalled Silvio’s career long ago.

“Cruz.” Loyola pointed his pen at Emilia. “For the time being, stay off the streets until we know more about what’s out there. I want you on old case files. Get a uniform to help you go through everything. Silvio’s old files from when he worked with Fuentes and Garcia. If this is another El Trio, there will be some hidden link to the other victims.”

“All right,” Emilia said. 

“Macias and Sandor, you get with Silvio again. We left him at his cousin’s last night, probably still there. Take him through anything and everything that could be relevant. He can fall apart later.”

“What about the autopsy?” Macias asked.

“I’ll go,” Emilia said. “She was my friend.”

To her surprise, Loyola nodded. “As soon as Prade tells you anything, call it in.”

“We got Ibarra directing things in El Roble,” he went on, naming his former partner who now worked solo. “They’ll keep up the pressure as long as it takes. Castro and Gomez can follow up on anybody bothering Isabel, following her, anything like that.” The acting lieutenant’s pen swung to Macias and Sandor, both of whom were scribbling in their notebooks. “We need the preliminary crime scene report. The techs were all over that place last night. They should have at least the prints by now. I’ll put in the request for the house phone records, see if they’ve been getting calls
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