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Dedication
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DRAGON CARTEL is dedicated to the memory 

of my brother, Randy.

A decorated first responder, he was a great storyteller, with exciting tales of his park ranger days in Virginia and ambulance calls in New York’s Adirondack Mountains.

Randy always said that if he wrote his autobiography it would start with the fact that he had three heroes: John Wayne, General Patton and a particular Italian plumber named Joe. 

If you knew my brother, you’d know why those men were his heroes and that he was ours.



Note to readers

Regarding names and monetary conversion

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. 

The rat that knows but one hole is soon caught by the cat.

- Mexican proverb 

The hardest thing of all is to find a black cat in a dark room,

especially if there is no cat.

- Confucius

All warfare is based on deception.

- Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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His uncle slapped him hard. Nestor staggered as tears filled his eyes.

“Every cop in Mexico is looking for you!” his uncle shouted. “So you bring them here? Did you double-cross me?”

“No, no, tío,” Nestor protested, cupping his hand over his stinging cheek. “We weren’t followed. Santiago made sure.”

“You disobeyed me,” his uncle roared. “You act like a boy. Not a man!”

The brutal reception was wholly unexpected. Three days through the mountains to get there, avoiding police roadblocks and pretending to be a nobody. He should have been greeted like a conquering hero, not cornered in the private saloon where every night Tío Diego’s army of sicarios drank themselves blind while musicians sang narcocorridos celebrating el jefe. 

They should be celebrating him! El Barracuda! He was a world-famous assassin, for fuck’s sake. The real thing, not some on-screen character shooting orcs or whatever. 

Santiago’s body lay a few steps away, leaking brains and blood. In his rage, Tío Diego had killed the old coyote like a dog. One shot. Bang. 

What was left of the leathery face was more peaceful than during the journey to his uncle’s hideout. Perhaps Santiago always knew that his life belonged to el jefe.

His uncle stamped to the bar, opened a bottle of Casa Dragones tequila and poured himself a shot. The tattoo of Santa Muerte on his forearm rippled as he hoisted the glass and inhaled the liquor. The hooded skeleton robed in black was the work of a master artist, long since dead, who’d made the fatal mistake of inking the identical design on another man’s chest. 

“So. Now.” Tío Diego calmed down as he turned around with a refilled glass in hand. “Why are you here? No lies, either. I don’t want to tell my sister that her precious boy was too stupid to live.”

“There’s nothing to do in Acapulco.” It was the truth. “It’s like being in prison, stuck inside all day.”

Tío Diego drained the second shot. “When those shipments arrive, I only trust family to count the oranges. That means you.”

“But they’ve already told you how many are coming.”

His uncle gave a harsh laugh. “Only a fool believes a partner in this business, no matter what uniform they’re wearing.”

“I’m not going to learn the business by counting.” Nestor didn’t want to go back and wait, wait, wait, bored out of his mind, nothing but his guitar and old sicarios to keep him entertained. 

“You will do as I tell you!” Tío Diego roared and hurled the shot glass across the room. 

Nestor dodged the projectile and it shattered against the wall, littering Santiago’s body with twinkling shards.

“You will count every orange in every shipment,” his uncle went on furiously. “Get paid for each one before you turn them over. You make money in this business by counting so you’re never cheated. Not by killing gringos and trying to be famous.”

“I killed those gringos for you!” Nestor shouted back, shocked at the way his greatest accomplishment was dismissed like it was nothing. They should be singing narcocorridos about El Barracuda instead of the infamous Barrel Bomber. “To protect you!”

“You kill when I say so,” his uncle spat. “You’re going back to Acapulco with Rancho. He’ll make sure you do what you’re told.”

“Why Rancho?” The man was a hulking brute who hardly ever spoke. He didn’t listen to music or play video games.

“Because Rancho isn’t soft like Santiago.”

“You only want me in Acapulco because she’s there,” Nestor said sullenly. The trip back to the coast would be a silent slog.

“Of course,” Tío Diego said. “She’s your sister.”

“That’s not who I meant,” he smirked.

This time the slap set Nestor’s face on fire. 
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“Gregorio disappeared three weeks ago,” Laura de Lastra said, making a visible effort to keep her voice from shaking. “Padre Ricardo said you help find people who go missing.”

“I’m a police detective.” Emilia Cruz Encinos sat next to the other woman in the church pew and studied the picture of Laura’s husband. Gregorio Lastra wore a stern expression and the blue uniform of the Agencia Nacional de Aduanas de Mexico, the country’s Customs service. “Homicide unit, but I keep track of missing persons cases here in Acapulco.”

Laura was in her late thirties, six or seven years older than Emilia. Dark hair was caught up in a messy knot at the nape of her neck and her eyes were red-rimmed from lack of sleep. “But you’ll help?” she asked.

Emilia couldn’t say no to anyone searching for a missing relative, but neither could she hold out false hope. “Three weeks is a long time for a missing person,” she said gently. “Even more so for a senior Customs officer.”

Laura looked away, fighting tears.

The little church of San Juan de los Pinos was empty save for the two women. Mid-afternoon sun slanted through tall windows, creating pale oblongs across the wooden pews and tile floor. 

Clad in a painted brown tunic, San Juan stared unblinking from his pedestal, one hand outstretched to his petitioners. On the other side of the altar, carved cherubs decorated the base of the Virgin of Guadalupe, who wore a real cloth robe embroidered with gold stars. A rack of votive candles flickered in front of each statue.

“I’m not naïve,” Laura said. “Gregorio is still alive. If he was dead, I’d know it in my soul. He’s somewhere, fighting to survive.”

She spoke so forcefully that Emilia wanted to believe her. 

Posed in front of a furled Mexican flag, Gregorio Lastra had a straight-lipped mouth, a high forehead, and close-cropped hair. A rack of military-style medals adorned one side of his chest, balanced by a brass name tag on the other.

“Let’s start at the beginning.” Emilia handed back the photo and took out the little notebook that lived in her shoulder bag. Today her gun was in the bag, too, because it was Sunday and she was off duty, wearing a sleeveless pink linen shift with a matching scarf tied around her hair. Her engagement ring glittered ruby red in the dim light. “Tell me about the day Gregorio disappeared.”

Laura slipped the photo into a big accordion folder on her lap. “An ordinary Wednesday. He went to work. The girls went to school. They’re twins, you know.”

“Twins.” Emilia smiled encouragingly.

“I went shopping,” Laura continued. “Later I took the girls to ballet lessons. I cooked something. The girls did homework. We waited for Gregorio to come home.”

“Did he call or text you during the day?”

“He calls if he works late, but he didn’t this time.”

“What did you do when it got late and he didn’t show up?”

Laura’s hands toyed with the clasp on the folder. “I put the girls to bed and kept calling his cell phone. It went to voice mail. At midnight, I called Isabel Frias. She works for him and we’re friends. She said he was still there when she left the warehouse around six o’clock.”

“Security footage?”

“Nothing.” Laura’s face crumpled. 

Emilia found a tissue in her bag and handed it to the other woman.

Dust motes drifted silently through the air. The votive candles reminded Emilia of all the unanswered petitions that had passed through the church over the years. Some of them were hers.

The church of San Juan de los Pinos anchored the central Acapulco neighborhood where Emilia grew up. The pastor, Padre Ricardo Solis was a friend, a mentor, and a confessor. He would preside at her marriage to Kurt Rucker. 

Manager of the luxurious Palacio Real hotel on Punta Diamante on the east side of the bay, Kurt was in the sacristy with Padre Ricardo right now, postponing the wedding until next year.

“I waited all night,” Laura said when she got herself under control. “In the morning I took the girls to school. I went to the port. Gregorio’s car was parked on the service road instead of in the parking garage. It wasn’t locked. I found the keys on the driver’s seat.”

“He usually parks in a garage?”

“Yes.” Laura opened her folder and extracted a document. “I talked to Gregorio’s boss and as many people as I could find but no one knew anything. So I went to the police station near the house and filled out a Missing Persons form.”

Emilia had seen so many Missing Persons reports that she automatically sought out the relevant fields, but there was no new information beyond what Laura had already shared. “Was the car fingerprinted?”

“Fingerprinted?” Laura echoed. “You mean like on television?”

“Yes. Did the crime scene techs check it out?”

Laura gave a shaky little laugh. “That would suggest someone from the police actually called or came to the house or did anything at all.”

Emilia was disappointed but not surprised. There weren’t enough crime scene techs to process Acapulco’s spiraling homicide cases, let alone a random car. 

“Was Gregorio worried about anything at work? Any problems?”

“No, nothing. He has a great team. He jokes that he’s the coach and everyone on his team is a top player.”

“What about people from outside the team?” Emilia looked directly at Laura. “Someone who might expect favors from Gregorio or someone on his team.”

The role of the Customs service was to make sure goods flowing in and out of Mexico were tracked, inspected and processed according to both Mexico’s import-export rules and international law. This meant that the Customs service was engaged in an ongoing battle to stop the flow of illegal ingredients used to manufacture meth, fentanyl, and other synthetic drugs. Originating in China and disguised as legitimate industrial chemicals or hidden in anything from wax candles to exotic pets, these chemicals invariably slipped through the net and ended up in cartel-run drug labs in the country’s interior. 

The cartel empire run by fugitive kingpin Diego Barrielos Luna controlled organized crime operations along the Pacific coast as far north as Mazatlán. It was an open secret that Barrielos Luna had people in all the ports. They facilitated shipments of drug-making precursor chemicals to inland drug labs in the states of Guerrero, Nayarit and Michoacán.

As head of the inspection team at the Port of Acapulco, Gregorio Lastra was a prime target. Was he cooperating with organized crime to turn a blind eye to illicit goods shipped through the port? Had an arrangement gone awry? 

Or had Lastra refused an offer from someone who would not let him go unpunished?

Any third option was highly unlikely.

“I saved this.” Laura stretched open the accordion folder yet again and drew out a scrap of paper. “When Gregorio disappeared, I ransacked the house, looking for anything unusual. This was hidden in Gregorio’s sock drawer.”

The torn half sheet of printer paper was heavily creased as if it had been folded into a tight square. Lines of handwritten letters and numbers made a column of random digits.

Yet not completely random. Emilia saw that each line began with four letters, either OPFU, NMTU or GYOU, followed by seven numbers. 

Emilia looked up at Laura. “Is this his handwriting?”

“No. Do you know what it is?”

“A code of some kind, I think.”

“If Gregorio went to all the trouble of hiding it in a sock, it has to be important, right?” Laura’s voice cracked. “A clue. A clue to where he is.”

The door leading to the sacristy opened, startling both women. Padre Ricardo, in threadbare corduroy trousers and cotton shirt, held onto the railing as he shuffled down the shallow altar steps. 

Kurt Rucker extended a hand to help the priest. In khaki trousers and a black polo that hugged his chest and exposed arms corded with muscle, Kurt radiated both confidence and athletic grace. His blonde hair was just long enough to curl over his ears. The eyes that met hers were the color of the water beyond the cliffs at La Quebrada.

“Do you think you can help, Emilia?” Padre Ricardo asked as the two men approached the pew.

“I’ll do what I can,” Emilia said.

The interior of the church dimmed as a cloud passed across the sun in a reminder of the rainy season. The candles offered to San Juan and the Virgin were puny prayers against the gloom.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. The rainy season was getting ready to deliver another afternoon downpour.

Laura closed her folder. “Shall we meet again after you’ve had a chance to ask some questions? Maybe the day after tomorrow?”

“The day after tomorrow?” Emilia echoed in surprise. 

She’d be lucky to find out anything in six months, let alone two days. Not only that, but Emilia’s entire life at present was consumed by the hunt for the teen assassin calling himself El Barracuda.

“Sorry,” she hastened to add. “Starting tomorrow, I’ll be away for a few days on another case.”

Using the word “case” was putting it lightly. She was currently assigned to a virtual federal task force engaged in a nation-wide manhunt to find Juan Miguel Nestor Flores Garay, also known as Nestor Flores, also known as El Barracuda. The nephew of narco kingpin Diego Barrielos Luna, Flores was wanted for killing the sister of Acapulco’s mayor and assassinating three officials from El Norte. One of the dead was Emilia’s friend Nina Torres, a fierce female agent with the norteamericano Drug Enforcement Agency. 

“Next week?” Laura pressed.

“I’ll call you as soon as I find out anything,” Emilia promised. 

The cliché left a bitter taste in her mouth but was a lesson Emilia learned over and over from the binder she kept of women missing from the greater Acapulco area. Collectively she called them Las Perdidas. The Lost Ones.

Hope lingered in that binder, however, tucked between the police reports, faded photos, family testimonials, and newspaper ads for information. Hope that one day she’d know what happened to them. 

Not hope that any were still alive.
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“You okay?” Kurt asked as he drove away from the church. “Do you still want to go over to your mother’s?”

Emilia rested her head against the cool glass of the passenger window and exhaled adrenaline. No matter how many times she spoke to the family of a missing person, no matter how outwardly calm she stayed, it was impossible to avoid catching the despair and desperation.

“Yes, let’s just get it over with,” she said. “Tell them that we’ve postponed the wedding before Tía Lourdes hears it from Padre Ricardo and erupts like a volcano.”

“Flowers,” Kurt said, easing the SUV to a stop by a stand stocked with roses. “Let’s soften the blow.”

Emilia gave him a thankful smile. “You’re a good man, Señor Rucker.”

Kurt leaned across the console and she met him in the middle for a long, lingering kiss, his hand stealing up to cup her cheek. “We’re in this together, Em,” he murmured against her mouth.

The news that she and Kurt would continue to live in sin for another year was not going to go over well, Emilia knew. Living in sin—with a gringo no less—was against the rules of social class, family norms and the Catholic Church. There had been audible sighs of relief when she and Kurt announced that they were finally engaged.

Emilia’s mother Sophia had been the first to welcome Kurt into the family circle. To Sophia, he was Carlos, Emilia’s friend from school. She treated Kurt to the same vague smiles and childish questions that kept the real world at arm’s length for 30 years, ever since her first husband died, leaving her a teenager with two toddlers. 

One was taken away. Sophia had a nervous breakdown and floated through twilight ever since. Growing up, Emilia always had to be the adult. Buy her own clothes, scrape up the money to pay her school fees. She’d learned to be tough and independent selling guava jelly candy in the hot sun to drivers slowing to enter the Maxitunel.

Sophia’s second husband Ernesto Cruz bore the same name as Emilia’s late father. This Ernesto had a grinding wheel and sharpened knives and scissors for a few pesos apiece. Once a vagrant, he treated Kurt with quiet deference, clearly in awe that he was expected to converse with someone so far above him on life’s social ladder.

Emilia’s aunt and uncle were slower to accept Kurt. Intensely Catholic, Tía Lourdes was staunchly opposed to living together outside the sacrament of marriage and blamed Kurt. And if Lourdes held their living arrangements in contempt, then so did her husband Raul, the brother of Emilia’s late father. 

Their disapproval hurt. Lourdes and Raul had been her second parents, taking in the widowed Sophia and her daughter. Emilia grew up in their little apartment above her uncle’s auto repair garage. 

Emilia’s cousin Alvaro agreed with his parents. The sergeant in charge of the Acapulco police department’s evidence locker, Alvaro was married to Daysi, a lovely but personality-less woman with whom he shared two children. 

Alvaro had once accused Emilia of prostituting herself by living at the Palacio Real with Kurt. The two cousins papered over the fight but Alvaro never retracted his words.

They arrived at Sophia and Ernesto’s house. Emilia could see from the cars parked along the street that her aunt and uncle were already there, along with her cousin Alvaro and his family. 

The huge bouquet of roses got the visit off to a good start. Sophia clapped her hands with excitement and even Lourdes managed to say something gracious. After the obligatory flurry of greeting kisses and handshakes, Ernesto produced a beer for Kurt, who elected to stay in the living room and watch El Tri fútbol highlights on television along with Raul and Alvaro who was momentarily in charge of his pre-school age son.

Emilia was hustled into the kitchen so Sophia could show her the oven’s digital display for the millionth time. A slim woman with an unlined face, Emilia’s mother wore a flowered polyester dress, plastic flipflops and a cotton apron printed with pink chickens. Her hair was a flat spill of dark brown, pulled into a single braid that trailed down her back. People who didn’t know them often mistook Emilia and her mother for sisters.

Lourdes was older, bent by hard work and the burden of her opinions. Hair drawn back in a tight bun, she bustled around her sister-in-law’s kitchen, assigning tasks and occasionally stopping to kiss the grandchild in Daysi’s arms. 

Inhaling the rich aromas wafting from the pans on the stove, Emilia welcomed the chance to help. Living in the hotel with Kurt meant that she rarely cooked any more. She sat at the table with Daysi and the baby and was rewarded with a pineapple and a knife.

“Diced,” Lourdes ordered. “Not chunks like some vendor at Playa Hornitos.”

Emilia grinned at the reference to the popular beach. Lourdes probably hadn’t worn a bathing suit in decades.

Slicing top to bottom, Emilia shaved off the pineapple’s prickly outer rind, then cut all but the core into thick planks. Her hands were sticky with syrup by the time she’d chopped the juicy fruit to Lourdes’s satisfaction.

The conversation between the four women revolved around the neighborhood. It had been Emilia’s neighborhood, too, before she moved into the Palacio Real with Kurt and she knew all the people they talked about. She didn’t have much to add. Work was an off-limits subject and so was much of her life in the hotel. The Palacio Real was a world her mother didn’t understand and Lourdes resented. Preoccupied with the baby, Daysi didn’t notice.

In short order, the dining room table groaned under a platter of huachinango fish lathered in a pepper and ginger sauce, mounds of red chile rice, spiced pinto beans, fried squash blossoms, and piles of warm corn tortillas to heap with shredded chicken and fresh pineapple salsa.

“We were just talking to Padre Ricardo about the wedding,” Emilia said once everyone was seated and plates were filled. “We’ve had to make a few changes.”

Tía Lourdes put down her fork. From across the table, her face radiated alarm. “Why? What’s the matter?”

“Nothing’s the matter,” Kurt said. “We just pushed back the date.”

“You’re not getting married?” Lourdes shrilled.

“We’re still getting married,” Emilia reassured her. “Next year.”

“What’s the hold-up?” Her cousin Alvaro frowned at Kurt. “Are you traveling again?”

Not only did Kurt manage Acapulco’s inarguably most luxurious hotel, but he was an expert in high threat area hospitality and in demand as a speaker and consultant.

“It was my call, primo,” Emilia said sharply. “I can’t chase El Barracuda and plan a wedding at the same time.”

“Daysi can do it,” Alvaro said, gesturing to his wife who was plying the youngest on her lap with bits of fish. 

Daysi looked up, clearly having paid no attention to the conversation. “What should I do?”

“Nothing, you’re fine,” Emilia told her. “We moved the date of the wedding and fixed it up with Padre Ricardo. Nothing for anyone to get upset about.”

Lourdes glowered. “You should have consulted family first. We had everything planned.” 

“It’ll be fun to do it again next year,” Kurt said, eliciting a weak laugh from Ernesto.

Emilia busied herself spooning tangy salsa on her chicken taco. Little did her aunt know that their extravagant plans were part of the problem. 

With the El Barracuda task force absorbing all her attention, too many substitutes stepped up to plan the wedding and the event swiftly ballooned into a week-long extravaganza. The only thing missing was a parade down Acapulco’s main boulevard, the Costera Avenida Miguel Alemán, known as La Costera. 

The required civil ceremony was just the start. Sophia and Lourdes threw themselves into planning for the church wedding that would follow, deciding flower arrangements, candles, bridesmaids, and even the style of Emilia’s dress without consulting her, Kurt or even Padre Ricardo. The religious ceremony would be followed by a reception in the church garden. Sophia’s entire neighborhood expected an invitation.

More wedding events would take place at the Palacio Real. The hotel’s wedding planner spoke to the head of the company that owned the chain and in short order, the wedding became a marketing opportunity. Kurt’s status as the current president of the Acapulco Hotel Association and member of the mayor’s Olympic Exploratory Committee required a formal wedding reception studded with Acapulco’s elites, international businessman, and luminaries of the hospitality industry. The initial guest list ran to 500 people.

Emilia was horrified to learn that they wanted to have HOLA! magazine cover the event as well as People en Español. As a police detective, anonymity was her best defense against being targeted by organized crime.

To complicate things further, Kurt’s parents refused to travel to Mexico. Instead, they wanted to host an event for the newlyweds in New York, upending plans for a honeymoon in Australia.

It was the final straw for both Kurt and Emilia. All plans were put on hold. Luckily, the hotel company’s headquarters in London took the news with good grace.

“Whenever the wedding is,” Sophia said happily. “Emilia’s going to make a lovely bride.” 

“Thank you, Mama,” Emilia said, grateful to her mother for unwittingly easing the tension. 

Sophia gave her daughter a vague smile. “Is that nice man from the movies coming? The one who gave me the bracelet.”

Emilia almost choked on a bite of chicken and pineapple. The room fell silent.

“No, Sophia,” Kurt said flatly. “He’s not in Acapulco. He went back to wherever he lives.”

“I remember him,” Ernesto said, obviously pleased to contribute. “At the amphitheater. We saw them make a movie. They had generators for the electricity.”

“He gave me a bracelet, you know.” Sophia was untouched by the tension circling the table. “Alejandra Messi wore it. She’s a famous movie star. You saw, Emilia. You were there.”

“That’s right, Mama,” Emilia forced herself to say. “I was there.”

Lourdes stared at Emilia, the older woman’s eyes delivering a sharp warning. We don’t talk about him.

Yet he was there nonetheless. His name was Rafael Gamboa Escobar and he was the family secret everyone except Emilia had known for years.

He was born Ernesto Cruz Encinos, Junior. He was Emilia’s older brother.

During an undercover assignment investigating a folk priest called El Acólito, Emilia was slipped a date rape drug. After an assault she couldn’t remember, DNA tests proved that El Acólito was also her brother.

Emilia had forced the hidden truth out of Lourdes, which became yet another wound in their relationship. When Sophia was widowed, her estranged sister Karina took the son and raised him as her own in a white mansion in the lofty Las Brisas neighborhood.

Much later, Emilia learned that Rafael “Rafa” Gamboa Escobar was a deep cover federale operative. As El Acólito, he ran an operation designed to infiltrate the Barrielos Luna organization. When she next ran into him, Rafa had a new undercover role producing a movie about Barrielos Luna’s life starring Mexican superstar Alejandra Messi. The scheme was a high-stakes federale gamble to flush out the fugitive kingpin. 

Emilia and Gamboa had a violent reunion without remorse on either side. They fought to a psychological draw, leading Emilia to bring Sophia to the movie set so Gamboa could see his real mother for the first time in 30 years. 

A few months after that encounter, Emilia was sent to Washington DC, ostensibly to tell a widow her federale husband had been killed in Acapulco. The trip was a ruse. Emilia barely escaped with her life. Alone and on the run, she had no choice but to turn to her brother. With the help of the norteamericano Drug Enforcement Agency, he got her home.

They also discovered that Barrielos Luna’s nephew Nestor Flores killed Monica Montoya, the sister of Acapulco’s mayor.

“Speaking of movies,” Alvaro interjected. “Daysi and I saw Diamond Run 2. It was better than the first.”

“The music was wonderful, too,” Daysi piped up. The child in her lap waved a spoon and crowed.

Alvaro went on. “This time, the diamonds are in this big pin that belongs to a prince. When it’s stolen everyone thinks the prince is the thief because he doesn’t want this other prince to get it.”

“But he’s not the thief,” Daysi said breathlessly. “Should I tell them who is?”

“Yes,” Emilia said immediately. “I don’t mind spoilers.”

“Well.” Daysi looked around the table, delighting in being the center of attention. “It’s Alejandra Messi. She’s still an Interpol agent but she’s been the real crook all along!”

The tension eased and the conversation moved on. After Diamond Run 2 was thoroughly dissected, Tío Raul told a funny story about a television game show, which Ernesto had also seen. Lourdes and Sophia shared gossip about goings-on in the neighborhood mercado featuring a feud between the owner of the stall with the freshest limes and jicama and his son-in-law.

Emilia listened to the small doings of her mother’s small world as guilt turned the delicious meal to ashes. She felt nothing but relief to have the pressure of the wedding off her shoulders. Waiting to get married was a good thing. She’d really be ready in another year.

As Kurt and Alvaro debated Mexico’s chances in the World Cup, Emilia’s thoughts turned back to Laura de Lastra and her missing husband, Gregorio. How could she truly know that he was still alive?

What if Emilia was in Laura’s shoes and Kurt was missing? Would she know?

She couldn’t wait for the meal to end.
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Emilia looked up from the computer screen and blinked in surprise. Beyond the glow of the monitor, the spacious room was nearly dark. 

Kurt’s auxiliary office in the penthouse was outfitted with a desk the size of Isla Roqueta, an ergonomic chair, designer lamps that looked like twisted brass pipes, and a quartet of matching armchairs upholstered in corded gray velvet each big and deep enough for an afternoon nap. Along with his Marine Corps memorabilia and a folded American flag in a triangular case, a few of Kurt’s hospitality awards were displayed in built-in bookcases opposite the desk. The rest were in his real office downstairs in the hotel’s administration wing. 

Outside the French doors leading to the balcony, twilight painted the sky with watercolor streaks of crimson and purple. Emilia had lost all sense of time, engrossed in bucandoagregoriolastra.co.mx, the website about Gregorio Lastra’s disappearance. The site contained a comprehensive timeline, a detailed biography of Gregorio, dozens of pictures, notice of a reward for information and comments from friends and family. There wasn’t much on the site that went beyond what Laura had already shared with Emilia, but it gave a fuller idea of who Gregorio Lastra was. 

Or had been.

The home page featured a snapshot of the Lastra family on a beach with the ocean rippling behind them and a sun umbrella throwing fringed shadows on the sand. Clad only in swim trunks, one arm flung over his wife’s shoulders and the other around two little girls, Gregorio Lastra was obviously in good shape. 

A runner like Kurt, Emilia guessed. Someone with the discipline to be perpetually training for the next race, the next swim, the next Iron Man triathlon. 

Lastra’s hair was military-grade short above a high forehead and he was laughing, a wide-mouthed grin full of straight white teeth. Laura was leaning into him, smiling behind big sunglasses. The faces of the couple’s daughters were blurred out. They were young, maybe eight or nine years old. 

“Shouldn’t you be packing?” Backlit by the hall light, Kurt leaned against the doorframe of the room in the penthouse he used as an office. Compression swim shorts accentuated an abdominal six pack and the wide flare of his shoulders. 

“Packing?” Emilia blinked at him, her brain still processing the website and its gallery of images.

Kurt came into the room. A pair of swim goggles dangled from one hand. “Aren’t you travelling tomorrow? Something to do with El Barracuda?”

“I can pack in the morning.” Emilia angled the monitor so Kurt could see the screen. “Look. Laura de Lastra’s website. She’s done a great job.”

“How are you going to take this on, Em?” Kurt asked. “If you don’t have time to plan a wedding, you aren’t going to have the time to take on a full blown missing persons case.”

“I’m going to ask Silvio to help.” 

Emilia’s former partner and boss Franco Silvio had been shot by El Barracuda in the same attack that killed Nina Torres and the other norteamericano officials. His job as chief of detectives had gone to Captain Esteban Cardona Moya, previously on the personal staff of Chief of Police Rodrigo Salazar.

Kurt leaned around the side of the monitor to reach the keyboard and tab through the website’s gallery. “He’s not back at work yet, is he?”

“I just need him to nose around the port. Unofficially.” 

Silvio was a popular officer. The police department was rife with speculation about his next assignment. 

Kurt tugged Emilia out of her seat. “Let’s go for a swim.”

She slid her arms around his neck. “No, it’s going to rain.

“Not tonight.”

“It’s dark already.”

“Come on.” Kurt jostled her. “It’ll clear your head. Help you sleep.”

Emilia went into the bedroom to find her favorite red bikini. Kurt had a point. The El Barracuda task force had turned her into an insomniac. 

The federal-level Office of the Secretary of Public Security and Citizen Safety in Mexico City was in charge of the El Barracuda task force, a sprawling effort that relied on video conferences and email to collate information and organize the hunt. The man in charge of the operation of was a presidential appointee named Carlos Clemente Trejo. Emilia had yet to meet him in person. 

Thanks to a previous assignment to the Amistad 43 task force, Emilia had more experience with the Flores family than anyone else assigned to the virtual team. The Amistad 43 task force had resulted in the arrest of Nestor Flores’s parents for their role in the kidnapping and murder of 43 students from a rural teaching college. 

Emilia had also facilitated the arrest of Nestor Flores’s narco mentor, the norteamericano Thomas Lennox, the one-time wingman to Barrielos Luna.

With that background, Emilia knew she could be making more of a contribution than the reports she was assigned to write. Her suggestions disappeared into black holes. There were so many analysts, investigators, military personnel, and general factotums on each video call that little got done or decided. From what she could tell, field work was done by federale agents and Army types who had no connection to their target. 

Yet she’d been invited to be an observer tomorrow on a hush-hush task force activity. Clemente was leading it himself, which could give her an opportunity to raise her suggestions. 

“Ready,” Emilia said to Kurt and wrapped a filmy pareo around her waist.

Instead of opting for one of the hotel’s swimming pools, Kurt led Emilia down to the beach. At this late hour, they had the shoreline to themselves. Sun umbrellas were closed and chaise lounges were empty. On the other side of the hotel property, the two-level Pasodoble Bar spilled light onto the beach. Faint laughter could be heard along with music from the steel drum band.

Twilight’s watercolors had faded, leaving behind an indigo sky. The black ocean was striped with white lace as waves rippled toward the shore in hypnotic rhythm. 

“Come on.” Kurt handed her a pair of swim goggles. “Race you.”

Specks of red bobbed against the horizon; reflectors on the hotel’s swimming dock anchored half a mile from shore.

“You’re on,” Emilia said. She adjusted the goggles and waded into the warm water.

She swam a strong Australian crawl, her eye fixed on the red dots. Kurt shortened his stroke to stay with her.

Swimming in the ocean at night was a different experience than splashing in daylight. Emilia often swam to the dock but in the inky darkness, everything was different. Harder to predict the power of the surge, easier to lose all sense of direction. Without a clear divide between water and sky, she began to feel disoriented.

Emilia’s concentration shorted out; her thoughts ranging from random images of Gregorio Lastra to anticipation of what tomorrow’s trip with the task force would bring. 

Her strokes got short and sloppy. She lost sight of the reflectors. The waves were too high. 

“You can do it, Em.” Kurt was right there beside her, treading water. “Almost there.”

“This is loco,” Emilia gasped at him. 

They were lost in the middle of the Pacific at night. In the rainy season, too. Fear tightened her breath. Swimming turned into floundering.

“You can do it,” Kurt said, bobbing next to her. “Come on. I’m right here.”

Emilia kicked hard and stretched out her strokes again. A red reflector reappeared, heaving up and down.

Kurt guided her to the ladder on the side of the dock. He boosted her onto the bottom rung and climbed up after her. 

Emilia flopped onto her back, breathing harder from the rush of panic than from exertion. “I can’t believe I lost it like that.”

Kurt stretched out beside her. “Tell me the view isn’t worth it.”

A canopy of stars arched above them. The dock rocked gently, making the faraway diamonds dance. From this distance the Palacio Real hotel looked like a fairy tale, all pale stucco, limestone balconies and soft light. It was an architectural marvel built into the cliff guarding Puerto Marques and accessed by a private cobblestone road that wound down from the Carretera Escénica highway. 

Even after all this time, it was hard for Emilia to believe she lived there with a yellow-haired gringo.

“Now that I have you alone,” Kurt said. “I want to talk about what happened at your mother’s. When she asked about Gamboa.”

“What do you mean?” Emilia turned her head to look at him. Kurt was lying on his side facing her, head propped on one hand and swim goggles around his neck. Moonlight turned his wet hair to spun gold and shadowed the muscular contours of chest and abdomen. “Nothing happened.”

“You didn’t back me up,” Kurt said bluntly. “You didn’t agree that he isn’t coming to the wedding.”

Emilia saw the hurt in his eyes and looked away. Waves slapped at the dock, rocking it gently.

“We’re going to be here until we talk this out, Em,” Kurt said at length, shifting onto his back so they were both studying the night sky.

Emilia inhaled. The ocean air tasted like salt and seaweed. Madre de Dios, why did she have to fall in love with a mind reader?

She screwed her eyes shut like a child trying to make consequences disappear. “We don’t have to have this conversation now, you know. Because we postponed the wedding.”

“Don’t try to squirm out of this one, Em.” There was no humor in Kurt’s voice. “Let’s get whatever it is out in the open.”

“Okay. Here it is.” Emilia forced out the next words. “I want to invite Rafa to the wedding.”

The announcement was met with silence.

“Kurt?” Emilia opened her eyes. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes.” His voice was flat. “You want to invite a rapist to our wedding. Why?”

“Because he’s my brother,” Emilia said simply.

“That doesn’t change what he did.” 

“You can hate him for what he did before but when I was targeted in El Norte, he saved my life and got me out.” Emilia rolled toward Kurt. The dock rose and fell as her weight shifted, stirring the sensation of being adrift in the darkness when in reality it was anchored to the sea floor. “He could have done nothing, hung me out to dry when I was in trouble. But instead, he helped me. Even when he knew I hated him, he helped me.”

“He helped you once. Fine, it was the least he could do.” Kurt blew out his breath, still looking at the night sky, not her. “That doesn’t absolve him of the way he wrecked your life, Em. The way he wrecked us.”

Rafa Gamboa was a chameleon whose undercover work to bring down the Barrielos Luna cartel left him without a moral compass. Emilia didn’t know if she wanted to save Rafa from himself or heal her family but the bottom line was that flaws and all, he was her brother. 

“You and I.” Emilia touched Kurt’s cheek. “We mended stronger than before.”

Kurt finally turned his head and caught her hand in his. “He sent you home with a broken nose.”

“Nina broke it, not Rafa.”

“Okay, forget your broken nose. Are you telling me that you’ve forgiven him?”

“Yes,” Emilia admitted. “I think I have.”

“That doesn’t mean I have.”

“I know,” Emilia acknowledged. “But I can’t live with the hate any more. It’s more than I can carry.”

Kurt tightened his grip on her hand. “I guess I’ve got plenty of time to come to terms with this little bombshell. But I will tell you that when I meet this asshole, it’s not going to be pretty.”

“All I’m asking is for you to think about it,” Emilia said honestly. “Tell me if it’s a deal breaker.”

“The only deal breaker is if you change your mind about marrying me,” Kurt said.

They embraced as the dock rose and fell and the night sky hid them from prying eyes. The rain stayed away.

Emilia stopped thinking about her brother and missing Customs inspectors and tomorrow’s hunt for El Barracuda. Her world narrowed to this little island in the middle of the night, to the catch in Kurt’s breath as he moved against her and the electric touch of his body against her bare skin.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 

[image: ]


Sharpened by eight hours of dreamless sleep, Emilia sang with the radio as she drove around the lip of the bay, navigating early morning traffic in her white Suburban. The vehicle was still new, with lots of power. Her previous ride was an older Suburban confiscated by the police from a pair of drug mules. Hollowed out to create hiding places for packages of cocaine, it was laid to rest after she drove through a fire.

Once past the row of white skyscrapers that always reminded her of glistening sugar cubes stacked into architectural confections, she cut around the base of Parque Altamirano to access the wide boulevard of Avenida Cuauhtémoc. The hilly, upscale neighborhood of Colonia Progreso beckoned to her right.

Each street was a riot of color, with stucco painted every shade of fruit from tangerine to cherry. Blooming plants added to the effect. Hibiscus vines bursting with fuchsia flowers and the blueish-purple blooms of jacaranda trees softened hard edges and camouflaged coils of razor wire topping property walls. Pots of red and pink geraniums were everywhere. 

Emilia slowed as she came to a street corner dominated by walls painted a pale sterling silver. The color was an elegant respite from the other properties on the block. She turned into a short drive leading to a vast metal gate. Ignoring the intercom speaker and brass button set into the wall, she scooped up her phone and sent a brief text. I’m here.

Almost immediately, the gate lock released. A garage-sized sheet of riveted metal shunted to the left, rolling along tracks set into the drive.  

Emilia drove through the entrance and into a construction zone. Tiers of metal scaffolding covered the façade of Casa de Plata, a two-story, four unit apartment building once renowned as a prime example of mid-century Mexican architecture. She parked next to two pickup trucks dusted white from bags of lime piled into loose pyramids. A scrum of workers fed a portable cement mixer as the barrel rotated, grinding in protest. 

Up on the scaffolding, men in white overalls daubed exterior walls with slurry to repair cracks and holes before a new coat of paint could be applied. The entire apartment building would soon be the same pale sterling as the perimeter walls. 

Others workers used big sanding blocks to smooth the dried patches, the rhythmic scuffing competing with the protests of the cement mixer. 

The original band of mosaic running under the roofline on the outside of Casa de Plata, said to picture the flota de plata ships carrying silver from the New World back to Spain, was also being restored. A tile artist was on the top level of the scaffolding, patiently gluing bits of glass into place.

When the fountain was put back together, Casa de Plata’s theme would be complete. Until then, the brass ship was in pieces on a tarp while a plumber tinkered with pipes and valves which hadn’t carried water into the stone bowl in decades. 

Emilia had to grin at the party atmosphere as workmen shouted directions over the clattering machinery and ranchera music blasting out of a portable speaker. Coolers of food and a tub of cola and sports drinks awaited their mid-morning break. 

Restoring Casa de Plata to its former glory would erase its troubled history. After the accidental death of the original owners, the place was abandoned until the federales used it in an ill-fated federale operation to take down a drug distribution network. Nestor Flores murdered the mayor’s sister there, too, launching his career as El Barracuda.

Undaunted by the past and tempted by the bargain price, Emilia’s former partner Lieutenant Franco Silvio bought the place for himself and Mercedes Sandoval, a former ballroom champion and Emilia’s best friend. Despite the ongoing construction, the couple had just moved into one of the four apartments. Two others would be rental units while the fourth would be converted into a dance studio where Mercedes could give lessons.

Framed in the enormous two-story doorway, Mercedes gave Emilia a mock curtsy. “Welcome to the chaos,” she called above the din.

“Chaos looks good on you.” Emilia gave her friend a hug.

It was the truth. Mercedes looked fit and happy. Her long hair spilled over one shoulder. She wore a gauzy white tunic, black leggings, and running shoes. 

“Coffee?” Mercedes asked as she led the way through the vaulted foyer, past the grand split staircase, to the ground floor apartment on the east side of the building. With the front door closed, the thick walls reduced the noise outside to a low burble punctuated by the occasional indistinct shout. 

Once inside the apartment, Emilia was utterly amazed. “Por Dios.”

Formerly cracked and webbed walls were now perfectly smooth and painted pale blue. New windows framed by long white linen draperies let in the sunshine. The built-in bar and matching cabinets had been updated with a mirrored tile backsplash that reflected a stunning silver tea set. Two sofas upholstered in caramel leather faced each other, enhanced by an oval coffee table with an obsidian stone top. Scattered end tables, alabaster lamps, a colorful rug and a trio of modern chairs with brass accents completed the room. 

“This place looks like a magazine,” Emilia marveled. “How did you get Silvio to agree to all this?”

Mercedes laughed. She was ten years older than Emilia but moved with the athleticism and grace of a woman half her age. “I showed him a picture of what I wanted and he said that’s what he wanted, too.”

“It’s a miracle,” Emilia said teasingly. “He’s finally house trained.”

She ran her hand along the top cushion of a sofa. The leather was buttery soft. Through an arched opening she could see into the dining room where the same powdery walls and linen drapery complemented a pale wood table and matching chairs. The only thing Emilia recognized as original to the building was the vintage sputnik chandelier.

“Did Franco tell you that he donated the house in El Roble to the Church?” Mercedes brought Emilia into a kitchen featuring fresh white cabinets, a rack of blue and white talavera dishes and French doors leading to a stone patio. She switched on a coffeemaker. “Furniture, dishes, sheets, everything. He said that he didn’t want bad memories to come with him to our new life here.” 

“I can understand that.” Silvio’s wife had been murdered in that house. 

Mercedes sighed. “Honestly, that man has my heart.”

Emilia held her hands over her ears. “Don’t say anything that alters my understanding of Franco Silvio as a giant pendejo who doesn’t like working with women and is obsessed with monthly reports.”

“You are so funny, Emilia.” Mercedes poured coffee into two mugs.

“I actually came to talk to Franco,” Emilia said as they sat at the scrubbed pine table. It always felt awkward to use his first name, something she’d only done as his partner to needle him. “Where is he?”

“Physical therapy,” Mercedes replied. “Every morning. Two hours. You’d be amazed at how much it’s helping. He isn’t using the cane at all any more.”

“That’s great.”

“But the physical therapy is brutal. He comes back exhausted and starving.”

Emilia wasn’t surprised to hear that Silvio’s recovery was going so well. Once a professional heavyweight boxer, he’d started his police career in a unit known for size, strength and a reputation for busting doors, heads and rules. For as long as Emilia had known him, Silvio radiated the impression that he could step back into the ring at any moment and take the world heavyweight title in three rounds. 

Until the day in front of the United States consulate when he pushed Emilia out of the way and took the shot meant for her.

They heard the apartment door open and close, followed by Silvio’s booming voice. “Mercedes?”

“In the kitchen,” Mercedes called back. “Emilia is here.”

Silvio appeared wearing a tee shirt, basketball shorts and high-top cross trainers. His crew cut glistened with water as if he’d just gotten out of a shower. 

“Mi amor,” he murmured, bending to kiss Mercedes. 

Emilia got a quick, embarrassed peck on the cheek.

His left foot dragged slightly as Silvio filled a glass with water. He was thinner than before the shooting, his musculature leaner, but for someone who had been shot multiple times, lost liters of blood, was stitched together in a marathon surgery, and spent three days in a coma, Silvio looked great. The man obviously had the constitution of a bull. 

“What are you doing here, Cruz?” he asked after a slug of water. “Hiding from Cardona?”

Emilia gave a wry smile at the mention of the man who had replaced Silvio as chief of detectives. “I need to talk business with you.” 

Mercedes produced a pottery tray of crusty bolillo rolls filled with jamón Serrano. “Here, you two talk and eat. I have things to do.”

She left the kitchen. Silvio settled into the seat she’d vacated and picked up a roll. “You in some kind of trouble, Cruz?”

“I’m heading out of the city with the El Barracuda task force in a couple of hours,” Emilia said. “I need you to do me a favor while I’m gone.”

Silvio managed to chew and frown at the same time. “Entertain Hollywood for you?”

Emilia knew that Silvio persisted in using his old nickname for Kurt just to irritate her. She took it as evidence that her former partner and boss was nearly his cranky self again. 

She dug into her shoulder bag and took out one of the cards that Laura de Lastra had given her printed with a QR code for the website, as well as a copy of Gregorio Lastra’s photo in his Customs uniform. “I need you to look into the disappearance of a Customs inspector while I’m gone. His name is Gregorio Lastra. Until three weeks ago, he led the inspections team at the port.”

Silvio licked a crumb off his thumb. Emilia flashed back to mornings when they were still partners, when he’d roll into the squadroom after a workout at his boxing gym and wolf down a bag of taquitos from a street vendor.

“He went missing after work.” Shaking off the memory, she slid the card and photo across the table. “Everything you need to know is on this website set up by his wife. Look through it, go down to the port. Ask questions.”

Silvio inhaled a second ham-stuffed roll. “No.”

Emilia pretended she didn’t hear. “Strictly off the books. We don’t have jurisdiction at the port, but you can still nose around. I especially want to know why he didn’t park his car in the regular spot.”

“No,” Silvio repeated.

“What do you mean, no?” Emilia slid the rolls out of reach before he could take another.

Silvio scowled. “No. As in no, I’m not going to do any police work for you.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m on sick leave.”

It was Emilia’s turn to scowl. “It’s not like you’re stuck in an iron lung. You look perfectly capable of asking questions and scaring people.”

“Chief Salazar just extended my leave,” Silvio said. “Full pay but no end date.”

“Indefinite sick leave?” Emilia had never heard of such a thing. “He can’t do that. He promised you a job and a promotion to captain.”

“Wake up, Cruz.” Silvio slammed hands down on the table, making the QR code card skitter toward the tray. “He’s the chief of police. He gets to decide. So, no. I’m not searching for missing Customs inspectors or somebody’s kid or any other sob story in that fucking binder of yours.”

“Forget Salazar,” Emilia said, stunned by his harsh reference to Las Perdidas. “This is me. Asking you to help find a missing husband and father.”

Silvio shook his head. “No.”

“That’s it? Just no?”

“That’s right. No. And don’t ask again.” 

Emilia’s heart sank. Once Silvio’s mind was made up, nothing short of blackmail or a bulldozer could move him. She got to her feet and grabbed her shoulder bag. “Tell Mercedes I’ll call her later. I forgot to tell her that we pushed back the date of the wedding.”

Silvio gave a short, hard laugh. “Face it, Cruz. You’re never going to pull the trigger.”

A stab of fear that he was right was immediately cauterized by the heat of anger. 

She stalked out of the apartment, leaving the card and photo on the table.
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Emilia calmed down by the time she reached the police station, stalked into the squadroom and poured herself a mug of coffee. She brought it to the conference table as the detectives gathered for the morning staff meeting. 

The team of Macias and Sandor took their customary seats next to her, both sporting trendy haircuts and guayabera shirts that concealed hip holsters. 

Castro and Gomez slouched into chairs on the opposite side of the table. In jeans, faded tee shirts and sporting scruffy goatees and ponytails, the two detectives could pass for strung-out twins.

The latest crop of new detectives took the remaining four chairs, deliberately leaving the head of the table vacant. That seat was closest to the inner office. Silvio’s office, as Emilia thought of it. Captain Cardona was an interloper.

Conversation around the table was the usual rehash of overnight homicides, complaints about having to pry results out of the ballistics lab, and somebody getting swimmy-headed at an autopsy. Today the swoon award went to Rodriguez, one of the newest detectives. He took the ribbing with good humor.

Cardona stalked out of the inner office and took his seat at the head of the table. Paunchy yet tanned, with a direct stare and a brusque manner, he was the dressiest person there in a navy blue suit, white shirt and a mustard yellow tie. The modern law enforcement bureaucrat, dressed for the next job on the ladder of success.

“Monday morning,” he announced and pointed at Gomez, seated to his left. “What do you have for me?”

Stroking his feeble scrap of a beard, Gomez gave a brief outline of the most recent cases that he and Castro were handling. Six homicides, all unidentified males dead from large caliber gunshot wounds. The two detectives were following routine procedures. Cardona made a few notes on the yellow pad in front of him and asked Castro if he had anything to add. Castro did not.

Cardona moved on to the next detective. In his polo, jeans and horn-rimmed glasses, Rodriguez could pass for a college student. Emilia could imagine him as the backbone of a university tennis team. He copied Gomez’s format when speaking about his open cases. Nothing of note. All procedures were being followed. No mention of the autopsy. 

Emilia liked Rodriguez, not least because he learned fast. 

Cardona pointed at Hidalgo, another new detective, and the show went on.

The new jefe always ran the morning meeting the same way. His attention circled the table, seeking out high-visibility cases and more or less ignoring the rest. The detectives had all learned quickly to make even the thorniest issue seem routine to keep Cardona from inserting himself into the process and claiming credit for work he didn’t do. 

They walked a fine line, however, because the new jefe also commanded useful resources, including a slush fund for overtime and an extensive network of contacts.

“Detective Cruz?” Cardona prompted when it was her turn.

“The task force is leaving this afternoon,” Emilia said. The task force was virtual, meaning that anyone on loan and not directly assigned to the Secretary of Public Security and Citizen Safety worked out of their home office. In her case, that meant her desk in the squadroom and any conference room in the station that had a video hookup. “I’ll be gone for a few days.”

“Anything else?”

“No, jefe.”

There was no need to mention the Lastra case. Cardona would consider a nearly-cold missing persons case to be a waste of resources.

Cardona nodded. “Brief me when you get back.”

“Si, jefe.” Emilia had updated him several times on task force activities. The briefings were a courtesy, like attending the morning meeting. A small effort on her part but an investment in staying on Cardona’s good side. When the task force wrapped up, Emilia would report to him again.

Cardona nodded and pointed to Sandor seated next to her.

The man had been in Silvio’s job for six weeks. He was aloof, making it known without saying a word that there would be no easy camaraderie between the jefe and the detectives he supervised. Castro and Gomez hated him from the start.

Emilia didn’t like the chill Cardona brought to the squadroom but had to give the man his due. The unit was fully funded for once and four new detectives meant a fairer distribution of the work. All the reports and forms that Silvio moaned about now were processed without delay. Cardona had even wrangled a bigger slice of the police intranet server. No more database crashes or long waits while the system booted up. 

The mystery was how Cardona got everything done. He spent more time cruising the central police administration building than sitting behind his own desk. 

Sandor wrapped up his comments on the cases he and Macias were handling, including the murder of a yacht broker aboard a massive private vessel.

“Let’s go over the details in my office after the meeting,” Cardona said.

It was a phrase that all the detectives knew was code for “This case belongs to me now.”

“Si, jefe,” Sandor murmured.

The meeting broke up. Sandor and Macias followed Cardona into the inner office. 

Emilia scanned her emails. The desk opposite hers was still unoccupied. She had assumed she’d get a new partner when the new crop of detectives arrived, but Cardona paired them with each other. She was still the only woman and the only detective who worked alone. As long as she was on the El Barracuda task force, that was fine.

She deleted most of her inbox, grabbed her shoulder bag and headed out.



It took Emilia 45 minutes to fight her way through mid-morning traffic to the Caseta de Cobro police station. She flashed her badge at the duty sergeant behind the glass. Recognizing her, he hit the buzzer and waved her on towards the briefing room used by the all-female police unit called Las Palomas. A popular presence in downtown areas, Las Palomas functioned as a cross between a beat cop unit and a tour guide outfit. A pet project of Acapulco mayor Carlota Montoya Perez, Emilia helped establish and train the first cadre of officers.

The timing was perfect. The Las Palomas shift started later than that of regular armed patrols. The sergeant was alone in the briefing room, standing at the podium and rifling through paperwork. Rosalita Riva Diaz wore the generic two-toned blue police uniform, which had been modified for the Las Palomas unit by adding an embroidered white dove on each short sleeve. Likewise, the enamel dove on her gold badge was exclusive to the unit. 

She was a striking woman, whose broad shoulders and trim waist turned the unflattering uniform into a fashion statement. Her chestnut hair was wound into a simple bun and the absence of makeup only highlighted high cheekbones and full lips.

“Knock, knock,” Emilia said. Standing in the doorway, she admired the organized room. Rows of chairs faced the podium, police notices were available on a clipboard by the door and patrol teams were listed in black marker on a whiteboard.

Rosalita looked up and blinked in surprise. “Emilia! What are you doing here?”

“Police business.” Emilia gave the other woman a bear hug. 

“What sort of police business?”

“A Missing Persons case. Can your teams keep an eye out for him?”

“Of course,” Rosalita said. “You don’t have to ask.”

Emilia extended a copy of the Missing Persons report. 

Rosalita skimmed it with a practiced eye before clicking her tongue in dismay. “A Customs officer missing for so long?” She gave her head a tiny shake. “He could be anywhere.”

Or dead. Emilia didn’t need to say the words out loud. Rosalita followed Missing Persons trends closer than most cops. 

“I brought pictures,” Emilia handed over copies of photos from the website and a website QR code card. 

“I’ll make sure all my teams have them.” Rosalita sifted through the images. A corner of her mouth trembled. “He’s a family man.”

“You okay?” Emilia asked, sensing a shift in her friend’s mood.

Rosalita extracted a sheet of paper from a folder and held it out. “Tell me I didn’t waste my money.”

The teenager in the black and white drawing had Rosalita’s high cheekbones, full lips and bedroom eyes. 

“Is this Yasmin?” Emilia asked softly.

Rosalita nodded. “It’s an age-progression sketch. How she’d look at age 17.” 

“She’s as beautiful as her mother,” Emilia said honestly.

Rosalita gave Emilia a watery smile.

Four years ago, the police sergeant was an upscale hooker with a 13-year-old daughter. One day the girl disappeared.

Rosalita was tireless but few would help a hooker. She never found any trace of her missing daughter. 

Desperate for more information, she showed up at the Las Palomas hiring fair and convinced Emilia to give her a chance. Later, after her street smarts and cool head had proven her a good fit for the job, Rosalita confessed to Emilia that she’d applied to the police department in the belief that access to police records would help the search for her daughter. That was when Emilia realized that Rosalita’s daughter was Yasmin Riva, the youngest listing in the Las Perdidas binder. 

“Four years,” Rosalita said with a catch in her voice. “I’m afraid that if I saw her tomorrow I wouldn’t recognize her.”

“You’d know her,” Emilia said, her throat tight. The hunt for Yasmin was an enduring bond between them, strong enough to bridge a rift caused by a murder investigation that harkened back to the former hooker’s past. “And she’d know you.”

Rosalita swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Somehow, life goes on, doesn’t it?”

Emilia pasted on a fake smile. She still had thirty minutes before she absolutely had to leave and join the task force. “Hey, I hear the vending machine has chocolate Pingüinos.”

“Are you buying?”

They split a package of chocolate cupcakes full of sugar and cholesterol. The cream filling tasted like heartbreak.
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Emilia was squeezed in the middle of the Army vehicle between the two other observers. DEA agent Rick Bowen, whom she knew fairly well, was on her right. Bowen had been partners with the late Nina Torres but wasn’t there when El Barracuda gunned her down with the norteamericano officials in front of their consulate and wounded Silvio. 

A slender man in his mid-thirties with light brown hair, Emilia knew from first-hand experience that Bowen’s mild, chain-smoking exterior hid a quick mind and valuable expertise. As they rumbled east along a narrow highway, the DEA agent drummed restless fingers against his thigh, clearly dying for a cigarette. 

On Emilia’s other side, a man from the Department of Justice named William Rayburn took up more than his fair share of the seat. At least 20 years older than either Emilia or Bowen, with thinning sandy hair and aviator wire-frame glasses, Rayburn had been introduced to her as the bearer of intelligence from Washington DC.

He only spoke English, which made conversation awkward, and kept adjusting the jacket of his Army-issue camouflage fatigues. Maybe he thought that with enough fussing, the military clothing would magically turn into a suit and tie. 

Emilia wasn’t thrilled to be wearing military fatigues, either, but the three observers had not been given a choice. At least she’d been allowed to take her own navy blue police ball cap and bulletproof vest lettered with POLICIA in stark white.

Carlos Clemente Trejo, leader of
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