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	Trouble never comes alone.

Russian proverb

 

~

 

 

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

 

Conversion rate: For the purposes of this novel, $1.00 = 10 Mexican pesos.

 

Spanish words: A glossary of Spanish words and terms commonly used in the Detective Emilia Cruz series is included at the end. 

 


CHAPTER 1

 

 

“All rise,” the sergeant-at-arms bellowed.

Emilia Cruz Encinos and the others in the courtroom got to their feet. The court-appointed lawyer, Hector Martinez Mora, smoothed the lapels of his tailored suit as he stood next to Emilia. 

A door opened in the wood paneled wall behind the judge’s bench. Emilia watched as a trio of judges—two men and one woman—climbed two steps and entered a bulletproof glass enclosure. The massive structure was mounted on a dais decorated with the seal of Mexico. The snake writhed endlessly in the eagle’s talon.

The last judge bolted the door, effectively locking himself and his colleagues into a protective square bubble.

The sergeant-at-arms locked a door near a workstation staffed by officers of the court. Half a dozen other uniformed officers closed and locked double doors at the rear of the courtroom before taking up guard positions around the perimeter. Security cameras hung from the ceiling switched on with an electronic whine and swiveled into position, watching for danger.

Emilia’s heart thundered in her ears, louder than the indistinct murmurs of the judges and the swish of their robes. Of its own accord, her right thumb slid over the comforting ridge formed by the key in her skirt pocket. 

The thick glass threw a greenish tinge across the unsmiling faces of the judges. No nameplates or announcement identified them. In Mexico, for judges as well as cops, the secret of longevity was anonymity.

“Please be seated,” the female judge said. Her voice was faintly distorted by a microphone.

Once again, chairs scraped against the tile floor. Martinez Mora, who’d let Emilia know from the start she should address him by the honorific Avocat, as befitting a practicing criminal attorney, glanced at her as he pinched the creases in his trousers and sat. They were in the front row of seats, behind a long table. The courtroom was less than half full, with representatives from the office of the Attorney General, a Mexican military contingent, officials from the Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores, and a small delegation from the embassy of the United States. 

Emilia gave the lawyer a taut nod in return as she settled into her chair and tucked her hands in her lap. Avocat Martinez was not there as her defense attorney, but as a legal guardian to ensure that documentation was properly compiled, affidavits pertaining to her character were filed, and Emilia answered questions as needed by the tribunal process.

The center judge rapped a gavel. Emilia gave an involuntary start at the loud noise, terrified he was going to stand, point to her, and shout “LIAR!”  

“This tribunal is now in session to share preliminary findings,” the judge announced to the courtroom. “Regarding the escape of convicted criminal Diego Barrielos Luna while being transported by Special Operations personnel and law enforcement officers to Brownsville, Texas in the Estados Unidos under an extradition agreement between Mexico and Washington.”

Someone behind Emilia shifted restlessly, shoe leather scraping the floor. Otherwise, the room was silent with anticipation.

“Over the past six weeks,” the judge continued. “This tribunal has reviewed all available evidence. Detective Emilia Cruz Encinos of Acapulco, the lone survivor of the team transporting Señor Barrielos Luna, has made herself available for over 100 hours of testimony.”

That was the understatement of the century. The judge more accurately could have said that the combined gears of military fury, Mexican law, and the secret that could end her police career had ground Detective Emilia Cruz Encinos of Acapulco into emotional sawdust. 

After all, in Mexico, surviving a cartel ambush meant only one thing.

Collusion.

The assumption of guilt was immediate. Emilia had practically been a prisoner at a military base near Mexico City during the tribunal’s investigation, answering the same questions day after day. 

“The primary phase of the tribunal has reached its conclusion.” The judge looked up as if to reassure himself that he had everyone’s full attention. “Detective Miguel Anaya Vargas of Reynosa, working alone, accepted significant funds from the Barrielos Luna organization in return for carrying a concealed tracking device while participating in the extradition convoy. This allowed Barrielos Luna’s sicarios to pinpoint the convoy and mount an attack with armored vehicles and a helicopter armed with missiles. Detective Anaya activated the tracking device shortly after the extradition convoy bearing Barrielos Luna departed the Multifoco prison in the state of Michoacán. The failure of Special Operations personnel to discover the device’s signal is under review.”

Emilia felt eyes boring into her. If she turned around, the resentment sparking off the Special Operations officers in the back of the courtroom would probably set her on fire.

The judge turned a page and kept reading. “Beyond Detective Cruz’s testimony, evidence supporting this finding includes recovery of the tracking device, the absence of other fingerprints on it besides those of Detective Anaya, the transfer of 30 million pesos on the day of the convoy into a bank account used to pay his wife’s medical bills, and a record of unauthorized visits by Detective Anaya to the Multifoco facility prior to the prisoner’s departure. Detective Anaya made little effort to hide his treason, no doubt aware that he would not survive the ambush. This tribunal believes that Detective Anaya’s law enforcement colleagues were unaware of his actions.”

As he droned on, the locked room felt like a coffin.

Special Operations was Mexico’s paramilitary black-ops unit. Emilia and Anaya, along with Lieutenant Leonel Cardenas, were invited by the unit commander to participate in the extradition convoy as a reward for solving the disappearance of 43 students, a crime orchestrated by Barrielos Luna and his extended family. The invitation had been extended as an honor and Emilia had accepted it as such. 

She was the first and only woman ever included in the unit, albeit for the single operation. 

What happened during the extradition wasn’t Emilia’s fault, but she knew the men staring fixedly at the back of her neck didn’t see it that way. A woman had been brought into the tightly knit Special Operations brotherhood and brought nothing but bad luck.

A tap sounded at the side door of the courtroom. Emilia’s pulse jumped again. 

All three judges looked at the sergeant-at-arms. He surveyed the bank of computer screens at the big workstation. Nods were exchanged. The sergeant opened the door, accepted an envelope from whomever was on the other side, and passed it through a slot in the bulletproof shield to the judge on the end.

The three judges held a hushed conference, chairs and heads pushed together. On the other side of the glass, whispered conspiracy theories circled the courtroom. 

Emilia watched the dais, dry-mouthed as her heart pounded. Had someone discovered her secret? Her sin of omission?

The judges separated and straightened in their chairs. The judge in the middle banged his gavel.

“To resume,” he said. “Due to Detective Anaya’s treason against his team and country, the Barrielos Luna organization was able to pinpoint the extradition convoy, blockade the highway, and mount a successful attack. Evidence at the scene corroborated Detective Cruz’s testimony, which may be considered incomplete as she was in the prisoner vehicle for most of the event, with restricted visibility.”

Avocat Martinez nodded knowingly. He’d pointed that out several times during her questioning. 

Her heart was beating so fast, Emilia felt light-headed. She forced herself to focus on her breathing. Two breaths in, two breaths out. Two breaths in, two breaths out.

“The prisoner vehicle was attacked after the other vehicles in the convoy were disabled,” the judge said. “The doors were opened with explosive devices, which left a chemical signature consistent with the Barrielos Luna organization’s history. Lieutenant Leonel Cardenas and Detective Cruz attempted to defend themselves and remain in custody of the prisoner. Lieutenant Cardenas was killed in the exchange of gunfire. Detective Cruz was not seriously injured, because she was shielded by Lieutenant Cardenas during the firefight.”

Emilia pressed a hand to her mouth, momentarily overwhelmed by the clinical description of Cardenas’s last moments. Irreverent, handsome, and extroverted, Cardenas had been her closest colleague during the politically-charged investigation into the missing students.

“Barrielos Luna and his rescuers,” the judge said. “Fled the scene via helicopter, sparing the life of Detective Cruz out of deference for her as a woman.”

Emilia dropped her hand. Her knuckles were white.

“This completes the preliminary findings.” The judge put aside his paper. “The second phase will examine Special Operations protocols to determine why the convoy did not turn back when an irregular traffic pattern was noticed and why the airspace above the convoy’s route was not adequately monitored, allowing for the intrusion of an unlicensed helicopter.”

The female judge rapped her gavel to silence a murmur from the back row. “This tribunal has the authority to examine all aspects of the event in question,” she said. “You are all reminded that Detective Cruz’s participation in the failed extradition operation is classified and will not be released to the public. The penalties for revealing classified information will be severe. In this case, exceptionally severe.” 

The warning was plain. 

The female judge looked directly at Emilia through the thick glass. “The tribunal salutes Detective Cruz’s bravery,” she said. “We wish you a swift recovery from the trauma of this tragic episode. Detective Cruz, you will not be needed for further questioning and are free to go at the end of this session.”

“Thank you, Your Honor,” Avocat Martinez said loudly.

The third judge held up the envelope from the sergeant-at-arms. “The tribunal has two more announcements. First, a reward for the capture of Diego Barrielos Luna has been set at 20 million pesos.”

He permitted a brief hum of approval from the courtroom. “Second, in recognition of his gallantry saving the life of his colleague and sacrificing his own, the nation will posthumously award Lieutenant Leonel Cardenas the Condecoración al Valor Heroico. To receive this military honor, the lieutenant will be posthumously inducted into the Special Operations forces.”

A gavel banged. The sergeant-at-arms barked an order. All stood. 

The judges filed out of their bulletproof enclosure and left the courtroom. As soon as the door closed behind them, the room erupted with agitated conversation. Emilia could almost taste the outrage that a law enforcement officer would receive a medal when nine dead Special Operations men on the same mission went unrecognized.

The double doors at the rear opened and fresh air surged in. Emilia inhaled greedily, feeling sweaty and shaky.

Avocat Martinez extended his hand. “I’m sure you are pleased by the finding, Detective Cruz,” he said. 

Emilia gave a thin smile and took the proffered hand. “I’m glad it’s over.”

“Home to Acapulco, now?” Avocat Martinez asked.

“I’m not sure,” Emilia said.

“Whatever you decide, I wish you all the best.” Avocat Martinez picked up his briefcase. “You acquitted yourself well, Detective. You are a resilient young woman.”

A bitter laugh escaped before Emilia could swallow it back. “Thank you,” she managed. “For all your help during the tribunal process.”

“An honor to be of service.” He gave her a slight bow and walked away.

Emilia watched him go, sure that Avocat Martinez had no idea how helpful he’d been. 

Before the extradition convoy, Emilia had visited Barrielos Luna in prison to find out what the kingpin knew about a man who called himself El Acólito. A murderer, rapist, and human trafficker, El Acólito had possibly procured girls for Barrielos Luna. Undercover during an investigation, Emilia had broken El Acólito’s trafficking operation and sent him on the run, but at the cost of a sexual assault she could not remember. 

Meeting Barrielos Luna in prison had been a costly mistake. As flames from the ambush engulfed the extradition convoy vehicles, helicopter rotors churned impatiently, and Cardenas lay dying, Barrielos Luna let Emilia know why he was going to let her live.

El Acólito.

I know where he is and I’ll find him before you do. You’ll trade for him. Yes, mi corazón, you’re going to be very useful to me . . . Whatever he is to you, you want him that much.

Barrielos Luna had spared her, not because she was a woman, but because he believed he could use her. In his eyes, Emilia was an up and coming detective in one of Mexico’s largest police departments, a rising star with federal connections, and soon to be famous in law enforcement circles for being the lone survivor. Every cartel had cops on its payroll, to look the other way, make charges disappear, arrest rivals, and otherwise ensure the smooth flow of drugs to the insatiable appetites across the border. The more influential and notable the cop, the more useful they were. 

If the tribunal ever found out Barrielos Luna’s intention, Emilia knew her life would be twisted apart. She’d be dangled as bait to catch Mexico’s most wanted fugitive. Sacrificed for some politician’s ten minutes of fame. 

But Avocat Martinez had unwittingly come to her rescue.

Sitting beside her during the first round of questioning, Avocat Martinez made the assumption that she survived because not even a man with Barrielos Luna’s notorious reputation for cruelty could kill a woman in cold blood. The military interrogators swallowed the narrative and by the second day, Avocat Martinez’s assumption solidified into fact, providing Emilia with a veil of protection and sympathy.

Weeks later, her secret was still safe. 

But Emilia wasn’t.

She didn’t know how or when the fugitive drug lord would show his hand, only that he would. And what would she do?

Emilia walked out of the courtroom, ignoring the stabbing glances of the Special Operations officers. She slid her hand into her skirt pocket and touched the key again. If she found El Acólito before Barrielos Luna did, perhaps she could beat the fugitive drug lord at his own game.

Once a rising television actor known as Rafa Gamboa, El Acólito’s real name was Rafael Gamboa Escobar. After getting fired from a movie set, he recast himself as a priest dedicated to Santa Muerte, Mexico’s forbidden saint of death. Gamboa began roaming western Mexico using his evangelical rallies as a cover for a sophisticated human trafficking operation.

After Emilia exposed his activities, he disappeared into thin air. She knew Mexican law enforcement wasn’t hustling to find the legendary El Acólito, who could trade on his fearsome influence with Santa Muerte to access sanctuary and protection. No doubt both cops and cartels were in his thrall; if they weren’t, there was always bribery and blackmail.

Barrielos Luna was also on the run, but his worldwide notoriety made it harder to hide. The huge price on his head and the global news coverage of his daring escape meant that he had to stay on the move. Emilia hoped that the norteamericanos were hunting him; they had responded harshly in the press to Mexico’s failure to deliver the extradited prisoner. 

The cartel kingpin had virtually unlimited resources with which to buy safe houses and loyal sicarios. A Santa Muerte disciple, Barrielos Luna also had a network of fellow worshippers. It wasn’t hard to imagine a scenario in which Barrielos Luna found El Acólito before Emilia could even start her search.

The key in her pocket came from Rafa Gamboa’s long-abandoned apartment in Mexico City. It was a barely a clue as to the fugitive’s whereabouts, but it was the only one she had.

Mexico City’s afternoon sky was white and hazy as she left the building. Despite relief that the tribunal process was over and she was exonerated, a familiar apprehension dogged her.

What if Barrielos Luna discovered the improbable truth even El Acólito didn’t know? 

El Acólito, the former actor Rafa Gamboa, had been born Ernesto Cruz Encinos, Junior.

El Acólito was Emilia’s brother.






CHAPTER 2


 

 

Two days later, Emilia sat in the restaurant of the Palacio Real hotel, inarguably Acapulco’s most luxurious accommodation, and watched general manager Kurt Rucker fill two champagne flutes. The gentle ocean breeze ruffled his short blonde hair.

“To second chances,” he said and handed her a glass.

“Second chances,” Emilia echoed.

Her heart constricted as their fingers touched. It was the day they met all over again, when she was mesmerized by the combination of sharp intellect, mental toughness, and compelling self confidence, all poured into an athlete’s body.

They touched glasses in a toast to the future. Emilia took a sip of champagne and followed his gaze beyond their table to the setting sun as it spread ribbons of color over Puerto Marques, the bay-within-a-bay on Acapulco’s southeastern side. 

The curving shoreline was dominated by the Palacio Real complex, including the flagship restaurant. Cantilevered over the ocean, the fine dining establishment was built to resemble a masted sailing ship. A cunning confection of canvas sails created a roof over the long teak hull as tables skirted in white linen and laid with antique sterling flatware evoked the dining room of a Spanish galleon.

“How does it feel to be home?” Kurt asked. His posture was relaxed and comfortable but his ocean-colored eyes betrayed his concern for her.

“Awkward,” Emilia admitted. Her smile failed and she drank some champagne to hide her shakiness. 

Emilia ran away from Kurt and their life together in the Palacio Real penthouse after the assault by Rafa Gamboa and the DNA proof that he was her brother. But even as police work took her to a task force in Mexico City and the abortive assignment with Special Operations, she’d been unable to break away from Kurt. Every long-distance conversation was both reassuring and agonizing; neither could say a final goodbye. 

A waiter materialized with swirls of caramelized shrimp on gold-rimmed plates. The sweet scent of apple from the Calvados liquor tickled Emilia’s nose. 

“Compliments of Chef Jacques, señora,” the waiter murmured. He set down the appetizer and lit the candle on the table before melting away.

“It doesn’t have to be awkward,” Kurt said. “This is just the two of us.”

“And all the ghosts of my past.” Emilia heard the tremor in her voice and tried to pull herself together before she sabotaged Kurt’s romantic homecoming dinner. 

“We can leave the past where it is and move on.” Kurt flipped his napkin into his lap. “Eat your shrimp before Jacques comes out of the kitchen and quits.”

Emilia picked up her fork. In another life, the hotel’s head chef had created his signature appetizer for her. 

“I can’t forget what happened,” she blurted.

“No one expects you to forget, Em. But you still have a life.”

“Rafa Gamboa is still out there,” Emilia whispered, ignoring the beautiful food in front of her. “So is Barrielos Luna. He’s like a snake. He’s going to wrap himself around me and squeeze until none of us can breathe.”

The man across the table from her was the only person who knew the truth about why Barrielos Luna let her live. Kurt had taken the news without flinching.

Now he put down his fork. “Em, you don’t know how this thing with him is going to play out. Nobody does.”

“He’s out there,” Emilia insisted. She was ruining the evening but she couldn’t stop herself. “Him and his army of faceless sicarios. Waiting for me on some street corner. On the beach. Madre de Dios, at the next table eating Jacques’s food.” 

“Or maybe he’s dead in a ditch,” Kurt said quietly.

“You once said,” Emilia reminded him with a lift of one shoulder to indicate the hotel soaring up the cliff behind them like the architectural marvel it was. “If I’m in danger so is everyone in this hotel. I want to be with you and call this place my home again, but I can’t put you in that position.”

Kurt pushed aside his plate. “Tomorrow, Ronaldo Olivas and I are going to review the hotel’s security program and make some upgrades,” he said, naming the hotel’s chief of security. “A beautiful woman who means a great deal to me once said she wouldn’t live scared and I’m going to make sure when she’s home, she’s safe. And if she’s safe, so is everybody else.”

Emilia swallowed hard against a sudden lump in her throat. “That sounds like a lot of trouble for one crazy cop.”

“She’s worth it,” Kurt said and stretched a hand across the table. “You’re home, Em. We’ll work it out, one day at a time.”

Emilia wrapped her fingers around his. His hand was a lifeline pulsing with vitality and courage, pulling her out of a well of self-recrimination and fear.

“Okay,” she breathed. “One day at a time.”

“In a couple of years we’ll step back, see how it’s going.”

The flippant remark made Emilia laugh, but Kurt’s gaze was steady and unblinking. 

He had a strength like steel, tempered long before he came to Mexico by years in his country’s military. Kurt might manage a hotel now, but he’d been to war, confronted the enemy, seen pain and death.

That was why he understood her so well. They were both fighters.

Before she could say anything, a blur of white buttons and checked pants swept across the restaurant to their table. “Emilia!”

Jacques Anatole, a swarthy, lanky Frenchman in a chef’s jacket, kissed her passionately on either cheek, half lifting Emilia out of her seat. “Your presence elevates us all. And this ogre is again tamed.” He lifted his chin at Kurt. “You are a terrible boss.”

“I can’t be good at everything,” Kurt said.

“He used to be modest,” Jacques said to Emilia. “Now he is perfect.”

Emilia laughed. The chef was the first member of the hotel staff who became a friend when she previously moved into the penthouse with Kurt.

“Now, to welcome back our prodigal daughter, I have for you a meal you will remember in song and verse and describe to your grandchildren with tears in your eyes.” Jacques gestured dramatically to the plates in front of them. “First, you have my famous camarones en Calvados. Next a risotto with the essence of white truffle. Then, a morsel of fish that will melt in your mouth. A piece of skate like the wing of an angel, perfumed with herbs and posed with a mélange of vegetables. And for dessert, my fair lady’s favorite cannoli with sweet crema.”

“That sounds wonderful, Jacques,” Emilia said. His fabled risotto was second cousin to arroz rojo but infinitely more exotic. 

“I’ll have the same,” Kurt said.

Jacques glared at Kurt. “We’re in training for the Ixtapa Half Ironman,” he said. “I have beat you to the swimming dock four out of the last five mornings. No, my friend, you’ll get a couple of chicken breasts, brown rice, and a spinach and beet salad. No dessert.”

He pressed Emilia’s knuckles to his lips and disappeared through the kitchen door.

“You didn’t tell me you were in training for a race,” Emilia said. 

“It’s not for six weeks,” Kurt replied, gazing at the gently swinging kitchen door. “I should fire him.”

“He’s your best friend.”

“Depends on what’s for dinner,” Kurt said.

Emilia laughed again. Familiarity was gently closing her wounds.

She felt . . . safe.

Almost.

She’d feel better once she attacked the long to-do list in her shoulder bag. Go back to work and wear a gun every day. Check the police database for any recent sightings of Rafa Gamboa and Barrielos Luna. Visit her mother and stepfather, and the rest of her extended family. Enlist the help of Padre Ricardo, the priest who’d been her mentor since grade school, to trace the original owners of the key.

Emilia’s mushroom risotto was delicious and the fish was a work of art. She shared with Kurt, who was duly served with the high protein meal Jacques had promised. As they ate, Emilia thought of her suitcase, upstairs in the penthouse, waiting to be unpacked. 

In the bedroom that used to be theirs . . . 

She hadn’t been with a man since the assault. She wondered if that part of her life with Kurt could be what it had been, or if Rafa Gamboa had stolen that from her, too.

“Where’s your car?” Kurt asked. 

“At the police station,” Emilia replied. She put a piece of asparagus on his plate, punctuating his beet salad with a stripe of green. “Silvio has the keys.”

Kurt smiled his thanks and pronged the extra vegetable. “That’s Lieutenant Silvio now, isn’t it?”

“It’ll be strange having Franco as my boss,” Emilia admitted. “With him as the lieutenant, I’ll be assigned a new partner. I hope it won’t be a rookie like—.”

She’d lost Kurt’s attention. He was staring beyond her right shoulder.

“What’s going on?” Before she knew it, Emilia was on high alert. Was Barrielos Luna behind her? Or a dozen armed sicarios as she sat in front of a half-eaten plate of fish and asparagus? 

“Don’t turn around,” Kurt said.

“Tell me what’s happening, Kurt.” Was Rafa Gamboa and his sinister tattoo of Santa Muerte invading the Palacio Real? 

Emilia darted glances at the tables in her field of vision. Whatever was happening, the diners were unaware and focused only on themselves and their meals.

“Em, it’s okay,” Kurt said gently. “I just saw something odd.”

Emilia couldn’t shake her fear. “How odd?”

“Do you remember Sergei Porchenko?” Kurt asked. “Russian. Owns the Pacific Lotus hotel downtown. On the Acapulco Hotel Association board with me. He came to our World Cup party.”

“His wife is named Magda,” Emilia recalled, her heart still thumping. “I spilled red wine on her.”

“He’s sitting in the corner in an Armani suit,” Kurt said. “Opposite the bar. He gave his dinner companion a big wad of US dollars and thinks nobody saw.” 

“Oh.” The tension that surged through her body ebbed. Emilia relaxed, but Kurt was right to be concerned. In Mexico, private cash transactions always meant trouble. Money laundering, bribes, cartel deals. 

To make matters worse, Sergei Porchenko was Russian. Across Mexico, but especially in resort areas, the Russian mafia was making its presence felt, buying up condominiums, running prostitutes, and opening huge casinos. Money flowed through each operation, and in Mexico, money and drugs always swam in the same river.

Kurt raised a finger and the waiter materialized by his side.

“The two gentlemen at Table 16,” Kurt said quietly. “What was the name on the reservation?”

“One moment, jefe,” the waiter whispered.

Emilia barely had time to take another mouthful of food before the waiter was back. He handed Kurt a folded slip of paper.

“Will you be needing anything else, jefe?”

Kurt skimmed the note and shook his head. “No, thank you.”

The waiter left and Kurt slid the note across the table to Emilia.

Bogdan Andropov. Room 316. Checked in 4 days ago. Russian passport.

“Well,” Kurt said, when Emilia handed him back the little slip of paper. “Would you like to have coffee with a couple of Russians?”

Emilia managed a small smile. “Of course. Who wouldn’t?”

Kurt came around to pull out her chair, moving with the athletic grace and assertive confidence that nearly made Emilia’s knees buckle. “Come on,” he said. “I promise to make it quick.”

Porchenko rose to intercept them, a meaty paw extended to Kurt. “Rucker, we’ve been enjoying your overpriced hospitality this evening. Gotta pay your five star chef, eh?”

“It’s good to see you somewhere besides a board meeting, Sergei,” Kurt said, as the two men shook hands. “May we join you?”

“Of course,” Porchenko said after an awkward beat. “Your place. Sit where you like.”

Introductions were made all around. The conversation was in English and Emilia struggled through the sudden language switch and Porchenko’s heavy accent. Coffee for four appeared on a silver tray, and the waiter left a small trolley of desserts. Emilia sat across from Bogdan Andropov as Kurt and Porchenko faced each other at opposite ends of the table.

“I told you that Rucker keeps a classy hotel,” Porchenko said to Andropov.  

“Yes, you have a beautiful hotel, Mister Rucker,” Andropov said. 

Unlike Porchenko, Andropov’s English sounded like a certain British television program Kurt liked. Otherwise, Andropov did not stand out. He was Emilia’s age, with a slim build, deep-set brown eyes, and wavy hair cut stylishly short on the sides and long on top. His gray suit was anonymous and inexpensive, worn with a black shirt open at the collar.

Kurt stirred sugar into his coffee. “Please, call me Kurt,” he said. “Are you here for business or pleasure?”

“Some of both,” Andropov replied. “I’m a travel writer.” 

“Are your readers interested in Acapulco’s beautiful beaches?” Emilia’s English felt rusty but serviceable. “Or our exploding crime rate?”

Before Andropov could answer, Porchenko clattered a spoon against his coffee cup. “Russians want to know about places that are warm,” he declared. 

“Yes.” Andropov gave Emilia a smile of apology for his dinner companion’s rudeness. “Anything to make winters in Moscow a little shorter.” 

“Have you seen the cliff divers at La Quebrada yet?” Kurt asked Andropov.

“No, but I plan to soon.” Andropov casually slid a hand over a cell phone lying screen side up. His fingers were long and thin.

Porchenko cleared his throat noisily and shoved up his jacket cuff to glance at his watch, a gold Rolex ringed with diamonds. 

“Perhaps the water park downtown,” Emilia offered. “There’s a dolphin show.”

“Do they perform tricks?” Andropov’s face lit with interest.

“Yes,” Emilia said. “They’re amazing.”

Andropov sipped some coffee. “I’d love to see it.”

She hadn’t seen him flip it, but Emilia was sure that the cell phone was now lying face down.

“Our concierge would be happy to arrange a tour for you,” Kurt added. 

“Your entire staff has been outstanding, Mister Rucker. You run a fine establishment.”

“Thank you.” Kurt acknowledged the compliment with a nod. “How long do you plan on staying in Acapulco?”

“As long as I can convince my editor,” Andropov said. His smile was surprisingly boyish. “The warmth of your sun is quite addictive.”

The phone under his hand vibrated, creating a barely perceptible muffled buzz against the tablecloth. 

“That’s why we all come to Mexico,” Porchenko boomed out. “Sun and heat. The rest of the world’s too fucking cold.” He thrust an arm toward the dessert trolley. “Lemme taste that pudding thing.”

Emilia passed him an exquisite dish of flan custard, the top glistening with swirls of spun sugar. 

“You got a Mexican dessert chef, Rucker?” Porchenko punched his spoon through the delicate caramelized crust. “They know sweets.”

“This cheesecake is quite delicious,” Andropov said, scraping the last bite off the plate with his fork.

“In Mexico it’s called pastel de tres leches,” Emilia said. She realized that his phone was no longer on the table.

The man might be a travel writer, but he was also a magician.

“If I may beg your pardon,” Andropov said. He patted his lips with his napkin. “I have a conference call scheduled with my editor. The different time zones must be accommodated.”

The Russian shook hands with Kurt and bowed over Emilia’s fingertips as if she was the queen of Mexico. “It was a pleasure to meet you, señora.” 

“Egualmente,” Emilia murmured. Andropov had lovely manners. Maybe all Russians weren’t mobsters after all.

Andropov turned to Porchenko. “Thank you for all your assistance.”

Porchenko heaved himself to his feet. “Enjoy Acapulco,” he said, without offering his hand.

Andropov executed another courtly bow and walked rapidly out of the restaurant. 

Pulling a monogrammed handkerchief out of his back pocket, Porchenko wiped his nose. “Gotta head back to the Pacific Lotus myself,” he said. “You gotta come by and see what Magda’s done. Japanese gardens all over.”

“Emilia and I will walk you to the lobby,” Kurt said. He signaled the waiter with a gesture that Emilia knew meant put this on my bill.

Porchenko barreled ahead as the three strolled along the wide path from the restaurant towards the main body of the hotel. As they skirted the beach, the path widened into broad steps leading into the soaring hotel lobby and the famous open-air Pasodoble Bar. 

Emilia had forgotten the opulent drama of the Palacio Real lobby at night. Thousands of tiny lights wrapped around the trunks of royal palms, which soared to the vaulted ceiling from blue and white talavera pots as tall as her shoulder. A white grand piano, the polished lid propped open, dominated the center of the cathedral-like space. A jazz quartet accompanied the pianist, turning the magnificent three-story lobby into an intimate club. 

Several couples swayed to the music; other guests took advantage of clusters of sofas and chairs to enjoy quiet conversations and post-dinner cocktails in the romantic atmosphere.

Porchenko flicked a finger at two men sitting in the shadows beyond the palms. Both stood, revealing themselves to be massive gringos in jeans and suit jackets. As one of them headed for the exit, presumably to get Porchenko’s car, Emilia caught a glimpse of an earpiece connected to a coiled wire snaking into the man’s collar. The second bodyguard waited for his boss, ready for trouble but staying out of earshot. 

“Your friend Andropov must be doing well,” Kurt said to Porchenko. “Not many journalists can afford the Palacio Real.”

Porchenko shrugged. “How much they pay hacks in Moscow is none of my business. I don’t know him all that well.”

“Ah, of course not.” Kurt punctuated his softly spoken words with a tight smile. “By the way, did you know we have a zero tolerance policy at the Palacio Real for solicitation?”

It took a moment for Porchenko to register what Kurt was saying. Obviously, what the Russian thought was a discreet transfer had indeed been seen. Porchenko covered his pause with a forced laugh, his belly jiggling under the expensive suit jacket.

The handkerchief came out again. Porchenko plied it across his face. Emilia watched the two men. Kurt was lithe and taut, with an unspoken authority that made strangers stop to look at him. Porchenko looked both unhappy and unhealthy, despite obvious wealth. His jowly face was a mix of pasty skin and broken red veins.

“These Russians,” Porchenko said, wadding the handkerchief into a pocket. “They come to Mexico and are surprised they have to pay in pesos. So now and then, I change a few rubles for them. They get pesos to spend here, Magda gets rubles to spend when we go back to Moscow.”

“What about dollars?” Kurt asked.

The bodyguard gave Porchenko a discreet signal that the car was at the entrance, earning a brief glare from the Russian. 

“Sometimes they want dollars,” Porchenko said with a heavy shrug. “So I exchange those, too. No one trusts the banks. They’re all thieves in Russia. Same here.” 

“You need to be careful about informal money exchanges,” Kurt said. He tipped his head toward the bodyguard. “People could get the wrong idea.”

“Kurt, I must ask a favor,” Porchenko said. He massaged Kurt’s shoulder but dropped his hand when there was no response. “There’s no need to mention any of this to Magda. She still believes rubles magically appear in her purse.”

Kurt gave a nod. “Good night, Sergei.”

Porchenko planted a wet kiss on Emilia’s hand and clapped Kurt on the back with false heartiness. 

“Hell of a performance,” Kurt muttered as the Russian and his bodyguard finally left the hotel.

Emilia lifted her eyebrows. “Indeed.”

“Come dance with me, Em,” Kurt said. 

It felt natural to press against him. As they turned slowly in the glow of the fairy lights, Emilia saw familiar faces. Luis, the night concierge, smiled behind the desk as he spoke to an elderly gentleman. Benny, the head doorman, waited respectfully to usher guests to the valet service. The pianist, whose name she couldn’t recall, gave her a smile as Kurt pulled her closer. 

“Sorry,” Kurt said, his lips against the top of Emilia’s head. “That was the unplanned portion of the evening.”

She inhaled his subtle cologne of bay rum and citrus. “Did you believe what Porchenko said about changing money for Russian visitors?”

“Not on your life,” Kurt said. He tightened his hold on Emilia as they moved to the music. “But I made my point. He knows my hotel is off limits for his business deals. Beyond that, whatever he’s up to doesn’t concern me.”

“Porchenko really didn’t want Magda to know,” Emilia mused. “You could blackmail him.”

Kurt laughed.

If she stretched up, she could run her lips over his jaw. Taste his skin. Make his blue-green eyes widen with desire. 

“Let’s go upstairs,” Emilia said abruptly.

Kurt stopped moving.

Emilia met his stare.

They made love in the dark penthouse bedroom. The only light to guide their hands came from the moon’s reflection on the ocean far below. 

As much as Emilia wanted to be with Kurt again, nothing was the same. When she took off her clothes, the rush of desire fizzled and she nearly flinched when he touched her bare skin. The end result was two strangers who regretted having a one night stand halfway through but were too embarrassed to stop. 

When it was over, the fiasco elicited a little half-hearted laughter. Kurt closed his eyes. Emilia went into the bathroom and cried.






CHAPTER 3


 

 

The Palacio Real driver dropped her off early at the police station in central Acapulco that housed the detectives unit. Dressed for work in skinny jeans, black tee, denim jacket and detective badge hanging from its lanyard around her neck, Emilia got a half-hearted salute from the uniformed guard at the gate as he let her into the secure compound.

Her official vehicle, a big white Suburban, was parked where Silvio said it would be. In its youth, the lumbering SUV had been modified to conceal a load of cocaine by a couple of clever norteamericano drug mules. The undercarriage had never really recovered. Emilia noted a distinct droop to the rear fender. A few months sitting idle while she was in Mexico City had not helped.

Emilia shoved open the rear door and nodded to the uniformed officer behind the desk by the holding cells. He mumbled something that might have been Buenos dias. 

Emilia strode down the hallway to the detectives squadroom and promptly collided with detectives Macias and Sandor as they charged out. 

“Rayos, Cruz,” Sandor exclaimed, grabbing her arm to keep from knocking her over. “How long has it been?”

“Long enough,” Emilia said with a laugh as she caught her balance.

She was glad to run into the two men, figuratively if not literally. José Macias Trevino and Vidal Sandor Moreno were both decent investigators who had given her less trouble than most when she became the first female detective. Clean cops, as far as she knew. They were always a little removed from the rest of the squadroom, which Emilia chalked up to being college men as opposed to former beat cops like her and Silvio. Still, she wouldn’t mind partnering with either of them.

“You starting back today?” Macias asked.

“As soon as I talk to Silvio,” Emilia replied.

“You want to talk to him now?” Macias exchanged a look with Sandor.

“Isn’t he in?”

“He'd better be,” Sandor said. 

Both men were uncharacteristically nervous. Macias kept rubbing the fingers of his right hand together, while Sandor’s eyes scanned the hallway behind her. “What’s going on?” she asked warily.

Macias glanced at his watch. “Sorry, Cruz,” he said. “Gotta go. Welcome back and all that shit.”

“Yeah, sure.” Emilia stepped out of the way. 

Neither man took more than two steps before checked by the approach of Victor Obregon Sosa.

Emilia’s mouth went dry. Of all the people she wanted to deal with on her first day back, the head of the police union for the state of Guerrero was last on the list. 

“Gentlemen,” Obregon said in the mocking drawl she remembered. As usual, he was dressed like the devil’s own fashionista: black suit, black dress shirt, black satin tie. “I take it you won’t be joining us?”

“Excuse us,” Sandor said shortly. He and Macias pushed by Obregon. The two detectives trotted down the hall toward the holding cells and the rear door to the parking lot.

“Well, well.” The corner of Obregon’s mouth quirked up as he saw Emilia. “If it isn’t Detective Cruz. Back from her triumph in Mexico City.”

“Hello,” Emilia said.

Obregon had run the union for years, using the position to amass political power and hidden wealth. Several run-ins had taught Emilia that he was not a man to be trusted.

“I expect congratulations are in order,” Obregon said. “You’re quite the celebrity these days.”

“Hardly.” Emilia wondered what he was doing there. In her experience, his presence meant trouble. 

Obregon smiled like a hawk assessing its prey. “Call my office and arrange a meeting. I’d like to hear how the task force solved the disappearance of those 43 students after all the previous investigations failed.”

Like almost everyone else, Obregon only knew about her original assignment to the task force in Mexico City and nothing about the Special Operations extradition team.

“The Attorney General’s office would be glad to brief you,” Emilia parried.

“Modesty doesn’t suit you, Detective.” Obregon dragged his eyes away from Emilia as a short man in a tan trench coat came striding down the hallway as if he owned the place. “Ah, Enrique.”

“Obregon,” the man said, coming to a halt next to the union chief. “I hope we can make it fast. This place is a dump.”

“Detective Emilia Cruz, may I introduce Enrique Santibañez, the mayor’s new chief of staff.” Obregon ignored the slur amid introductions. “Enrique, this is Detective Emilia Cruz, someone you need to know.”

“A pleasure to meet you, señor,” Emilia said. 

Santibañez didn’t offer to shake her hand. “Is she going to be in the meeting?” he asked Obregon.

“Yes.” The rumble of Silvio’s voice reverberated off the wall.

Emilia stifled a grin. The newly minted chief of detectives for the city of Acapulco filled the doorway with meter-wide shoulders and an expression like thunder. His white button-down shirt was an obvious concession to the new rank and responsibilities but at variance with the rest of his look: jeans, wiry crew cut, shoulder holster under the left arm, unconscious air of menace.

Santibañez took a step back. The two men had obviously never met. Silvio, a former champion heavyweight boxer, had the same effect on the mayor’s man as he did in hundreds of lively interrogations.

Obregon made the introductions and Silvio ushered them into the squadroom. 

Emilia looked around. The desks sprouted more computer monitors, but otherwise the space was the same. Battered metal file cabinets. Walls segmented into murder boards, with photos and notes plastered on every vertical surface.

On the other side of the room, near the newish copier, a dark wood hutch held the coffee maker, a tray of clean mugs, and a built-in mini refrigerator. Silvio had kept the conference table across the room which his predecessor had installed, and Emilia knew it would be used for the daily 9:00 am meeting in an hour. 

But the squadroom was eerily empty. Nobody typing up reports, pinning up crime scene photos, or looking through the latest missives from Dispatch. 

Again, Emilia had a strong suspicion that she’d picked the wrong day.

She yanked Silvio over to the copier as Obregon and Santibañez settled themselves at the table. “What’s going on?” she hissed.

“Just agree with whatever the fuck I say,” Silvio growled.

“How do I know if you’re right?”

“For fuck’s sake, Cruz.” Silvio glared at her. “Just do what I fucking say for fucking once in your life.”

“I’m not fetching them coffee,” Emilia warned.

Silvio snorted and led the way back to the table.

As soon as they were all seated, Santibañez announced that his time was limited.

“I’m sure that Lieutenant Silvio has a number of demands on his time as well,” Obregon said silkily.

The air crackled with tension. Silvio responded by opening a laptop. 

Obregon and Silvio had been sworn enemies for decades. The animosity began when Silvio married Obregon’s sister and his new brother-in-law launched a campaign of career-killing innuendo. The murder of Silvio’s wife Isabel changed the dynamic, especially when Emilia and Silvio linked her death to Obregon’s involvement in a money laundering scheme.

A few months later, Silvio was promoted to lieutenant.

“In response to the mayor’s concerns of a growing theft problem at the airport,” Silvio said so formally that Emilia nearly did a double take. “We’ve been able to make a preliminary identification of those responsible.”

A wall-mounted television blinked on, showing the laptop’s display. He moved the cursor around the screen and clicked a link. 

“Preliminary?” Santibañez scoffed. “You’ve been working this problem for weeks, Lieutenant.”

Silvio raised his eyes from the keyboard and focused on Obregon. Emilia could almost hear tension humming like an overstressed generator.

“Let’s get on with it,” Obregon urged.

The grainy feed from a security camera bloomed across the television, with a date-time stamp in the lower right corner. The view appeared to be of a packaging warehouse. As figures walked in and out of range, the focus sharpened and Emilia realized that the packages were suitcases circulating on a conveyor belt. Workers in security vests took some suitcases off the conveyor and left others to ride out of sight. 

“This is the baggage handling zone in the airport,” Silvio said. “In back of the ticket counters.” 

The silent camera feed blinked and the view zoomed toward the conveyor belt. Three men moved across the screen. One pulled a suitcase off the belt. A second man opened it. Both rifled through the contents, taking out small items. When they were done, the third man closed the case and replaced it on the conveyor. They were fast and efficient; the suitcase was delayed less than a minute. They plundered a dozen cases in less than eight minutes.

“What are they looking for?” Emilia asked, eyes glued to the video. “Drugs?”

“Jewelry,” Obregon answered. “Watches, small electronics.”

Emilia darted a look at the union chief. He looked bored and she guessed that he’d watched this footage before.

The camera view shifted again, although the conveyor was still in sight. A new date and time appeared in the corner. Suitcases were lined up in rows on the floor near the conveyor. Again, figures in security vests opened random suitcases and combed through the contents, taking out small items. The men were selective, Emilia realized. They only took large, hard sided suitcases off the conveyor. This time after the hard-sided suitcases were picked over, they were stacked on baggage carts.

“They’re opening cases at various points in the luggage handling system,” Silvio said. “It depends on their shift assignment.”

“What about identification?” Santibañez asked. He obviously hadn’t seen the video before and was glued to the screen. “Do we know who the thieves are?”

“Coming up,” Silvio muttered.

Another date and time change appeared on the screen, and yet another theft was carried out in grainy black and white. 

The camera zoomed in close enough to see faces and the identification badges clipped to the workers’ vests.

Silvio stopped the video. “We’ve got more, but it’s more of the same.”

“Why haven’t these men been arrested?” Santibañez demanded.

“The video was obtained illegally,” Obregon answered him.

“Is that true?” Santibañez shrilled.

“The baggage handlers union claims that police cameras in the airport are a violation of worker privacy,” Obregon said. “In which case, it cannot be used as the basis for an arrest.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Emilia said. The video evidence was more than solid.

“Thank you, Detective Cruz,” Obregon said, his voice loaded with sarcasm. “Nonetheless, as things now stand, this video is inadmissible evidence. However, the police union has agreed to a joint investigation with the baggage handlers union to determine if worker rights have been violated.”

“We all know that if you decide they have been,” Silvio said. “It’s precedent to argue against body cameras for cops. Workers rights, etcetera.”

“The mayor is an advocate of police body cameras,” Santibañez interjected. 

The issue of body cameras for Acapulco cops was a hot button issue, Emilia knew. Cops across Mexico had a terrible reputation as thugs and thieves. Without body cameras, the charges were hard to refute. Advocacy groups argued the cameras would curb abusive police behavior. But many cops opposed the cameras, fearing they were a hindrance against the tough tactics needed against rising cartel violence.

“Of course the mayor is in favor of cameras,” Obregon assured the chief of staff. “But that’s a separate discussion. The two issues should not be conflated.”

Silvio slammed down the laptop lid. The television screen went dark.

“Is that all?” Santibañez asked. “Do you have anything else to show us?”

“Just names, shift logs, addresses, and cell phone records,” Silvio said. 

“All obtained by illegal and inadmissible video,” Obregon pointed out.

“So what do I tell the mayor?” Santibañez demanded. “Culprits identified but no arrests? When the press is eating us alive?” He dropped a folded copy of La Jornada de Acapulco on the table.

Emilia pulled the newspaper toward her. The bold headline “Acapulco’s Tourism Lifeline Under Threat” jumped off the front page. Starting with a shrill statement from the office of Carlota Montoya Perez, the city’s popular mayor, the article chronicled dozens of complaints from travelers transiting the Acapulco airport. 
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