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To the women in my life! Whether you’re an aunt, sister, niece, or girlfriend—I hope you see a trait I may have borrowed from you in the fabulous female characters in Vanished in Vallarta.

While I have a vivid imagination, infusing my characters with features from the people I love helps to bring the fictional person to life.

Consider yourselves all toasted with a shot of Hornitos!!!

[image: May be an image of palm trees]

This beautiful rendering was created by my talented granddaughter, Sloan E. Henson. I wish you could see the vivid greens she used for the palm fronds and island, the warm brown of the tree’s trunk, and finally, the bright blue hues for the ocean and message. Her simple “Thank You” encompasses how I feel about my readers, to whom I’m grateful for taking the leap and reading a novel by an unknown author. joy!!!

VANISHED IN VALLARTA 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE
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The ocean had claimed its prize. The body created a morbid marionette, turning and spinning as it sank farther into the sea's dark depths. A few inquisitive fish swam close enough to surmise the form did not threaten them before continuing their aquatic journey.

The salty water began an Ekman spiral, the powerful swirling water intent on eradicating any signs of a human being. But this specimen became gassy before the ocean could wreak its havoc and slowly ascended to the surface. Various members of the underwater society fed upon the corpse along the way before a crocodile claimed the floating smorgasbord. The beast attacked swiftly and viciously, conquering his underwater battlefield. After all, the briny seawater of Banderas Bay belonged to these ferocious reptiles. They came in hordes to snag such a prize, fighting other amphibious predators and members of their species. The victor would drag the sustenance to a den for future dining.

Such would be the fate of this once-vital person: death by drowning before being deposited in a ravenous crocodile’s larder. The immense male trapped his reward in powerful jaws, swimming his spoils across the top of the aqua water toward his lair.

Then, a surprise spring storm rolled in with strong, howling April winds, whipping the usually calm waters of the bay into turmoil. The crocodile adjusted his bite and battled the strong waves.

But the massive reptile was no match for the undulating waters of Banderas Bay. To survive, the crocodile let go of his prey and headed for the beach.
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She slept as if she had no worries. As if she had no fear. As if she hadn’t been abducted. For a moment, Novio wondered if he’d given her too much valium.

Tracing the curve of her luscious lips with his eyes, he imagined they would taste as sweet as fresh mango. He let his gaze caress her breasts, the silver sequin top she wore rising and falling with each breath. He thought about how soft her skin would feel beneath his hands. His eyes followed the length of the turquoise mini skirt, and he sucked in air at the thought of exploring her barely covered V.

Ezmé stirred and called out for her sister, Jade, and shame from his impure thoughts burned Novio’s cheeks. Despite his platonic friendship with Ezmé, he couldn’t control his intense desire for her. Or the fact he’d fallen in love with her over the past few months. And he thought she had feelings for him, too. Novio believed Ezmé, like him, was a virgin, and he dreamed of how beautiful their first time together would be.

He hadn’t restrained Ezmé, and when her eyes fluttered, he crossed to the bed. She flailed her arms as if she was fighting someone. Her floundering sent a floral aroma flowing through the air. Hoping she wouldn’t be frightened and try to flee, Novio had prepared a speech. He would explain that his boss wanted Novio to bring her to his boss’s compound. But he would tell Ezmé he wanted her to run away with him. Novio wouldn’t tell her that escaping Raptor’s reach would be difficult.

Novio had guessed Raptor was in love with Ezmé, or at least thought he was. But regardless of his boss’s attempts to change, Novio still saw Raptor as a human trafficker and worried about what he might do to Ezmé. Raptor had encountered Ezmé at a café, and without knowing his true identity, she had flirted with him.

His boss didn’t know Novio was in love with Ezmé, too, and he prayed Raptor would lose interest in her. Novio had pointed out her flaws, even though he felt she had none, but Raptor dismissed Novio’s comments, saying, “One man’s perceived imperfections are another man’s fantasy. Bring her to me, and I will decide.”

The unfortunate incident that led him to work for the human trafficker happened before Raptor killed their old boss and took over the operation. But Novio still blamed Raptor for his fate. Novio glanced at Ezmé as the memory seeped into his mind.

It was a beautiful day in Puerto Vallarta, and Novio had taken his eighteen-year-old sister, Valéria, on a rare outing without their protective parents. They’d enjoyed a day of shopping, then dinner. It was early enough in the evening, so he thought their parents would approve if they had a drink at his favorite club, Bebe y sé Feliz. At twenty-one, Novio was a regular at the hip bar and anxious to show his little sister how popular he was with all the chicas.

They had ordered a second round of drinks—Modelo for him, a Paloma for Valéria—when they were joined by a hombre Novio didn’t know. Valéria laughed and flirted with the slick Hispanic, probably not much older than Novio, as he told an elaborate tale. Something about the man bothered Novio, but when the DJ played a popular song, he forgot his concerns and asked a pretty girl to dance.

When he returned to the table, Valéria and the Mexican were gone. That day four years ago was the last time Novio remembered being happy.
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Jade Mendoza leaned against the headrest. She and Sandrine had left Mazatlán in a whirlwind, and her mind was still trying to assemble the puzzle pieces from the last few days. Their attempt to arrest Sarita García had ended when García escaped with her sicario, Hector Ramos. Not even Jade telling the drug queen that she was her daughter kept her bio-mom from pointing a gun at her. And news of Ezmé’s abduction had caused Jade to leave before she could resolve her relationship with Christopher.

Now, all Jade wanted to do was close her eyes. But every time she did, images of her little sister, Ezmé, being tortured by a faceless monster flooded her brain.

Sandrine offered to drive, and her aggressiveness made Jade cringe. Too tired, though, to drive and think at the same time, Jade was thankful Sandrine sat behind the wheel. They’d arrived last night at ten-thirty and had stayed with Juan Vega’s pilot, Felipe, who had an apartment near the Puerto Vallarta airport. Jade and Sandrine slept briefly on the three-and-a-half-hour flight from Mazatlán, but sleep evaded Jade after settling into Felipe’s place.

This morning, after a breakfast of black coffee, they’d jumped into the bright yellow Kia Sol, compliments of Vega, and began their hunt for Ezmé. It amazed Jade that the kindness of their friends Humberto Álvarez and Juan Vega reached across the miles from Mazatlán.

Sandrine cut into her thoughts. “Joy hasn’t been able to find anyone who’s talked to Ezmé since she went missing?”

“Not yet.” Jade stared at the passing residential scenery: a sea of cream-colored stucco houses dotted here and there with small mercados. She knew Joy Beck, her sister’s modeling coach, felt responsible for Ezmé and was as worried as Jade.

“What’s your plan?” Sandrine braked for stopping traffic.

“Start at the last place she was seen,” Jade said. “Pub de Nopal.”

When Sandrine swung wide of a taxi, Jade palmed the dash.

“In English, please,” Sandrine said.

“Prickly Pear Pub.”

“You think they’re open this early?”

“I’m not interested in what’s inside,” Jade said. “I want to walk the perimeter and look for cameras.”

“Got it.” Sandrine nodded. “You don’t think the police already checked?”

Shrugging, Jade glanced at Sandrine, who held up a finger. “Right, right.” Sandrine nodded. “We need to see everything through our own investigative lens.”

“That,” Jade began, “and we don’t know who we can trust.”

“Me.” Sandrine looked at Jade. “You can trust me.”

A swell of tears burned Jade’s eyes, and she fingered them away.

“Has anyone told your folks your sister is missing?” Sandrine asked.

Jade couldn’t control her emotions this time, and sobs shook her shoulders. Her crying fit stole her breath, and for a moment, she could only gasp. Sandrine angled into a curb and slammed the car into park. Jade turned her tear-stained face to her friend, who was crying too. Jade and Sandrine had been partners on a drug investigation in Columbia a couple of years ago. They stayed in touch when the assignment was over, strengthening their budding friendship.

After a few minutes, Sandrine handed Jade half of a napkin she found in the center console. “It looks clean.” She blew her nose.

“Let’s go.” Jade dried her face. “I told Joy we’d be at her hotel by noon.”

“Yep.” Sandrine pulled into traffic behind a city bus.

“I haven’t called my parents yet.” Jade gazed out her window at the calm waters of Banderas Bay. How would she tell her mom that Ezmé had been missing for almost forty-eight hours? Jade knew the first twenty-four hours were crucial in the investigative process. She also knew each passing hour Ezmé was missing didn’t bode well for her baby sister.

After whipping a U-turn, Sandrine slipped into a parking spot on the street in front of the Pub de Nopal. “Want to walk together or separate?”

“Together.” Jade stepped from the Kia and turned in a circle as Sandrine joined her on the sidewalk.

“Bloody hell, it’s already hot!” Sweat beads dotted her dark skin, and she lowered sunglasses from the top of her head.

The Prickly Pear Pub sat in the middle of the block. A tequila tasting room was to their left, and an upscale restaurant was on the other end. They spotted an employee at Perla del Pacífico placing a sign for the special of the day, Cóctel de Camarones, on the sidewalk. Jade headed his way.

“Are we eating?” Sandrine asked as she caught up to Jade. “I’m hungry.”

Glancing at his name tag, Jade said, “Buenos días, Rico,”

“Buenos días, señorita,” he replied. “Would you like a table?”

Sandrine’s yes competed with Jade’s, “No, gracias.”

Jade cut her eyes to Sandrine, then smiled at Rico. Pointing to the uppermost corner of the building, she asked, “Does your camera work?”

Rico followed her line of sight. “Sí.” His eyebrows pinched together. “If you have questions, you will need to speak to the owner.”

“The owner of the building or the restaurant?” Jade asked.

“Same person.” As he headed inside, Rico motioned for them to follow. “Come.”

“Seriously,” Sandrine whispered into Jade’s ear. “We don’t have time to eat?”

“Get the special to go.” Jade followed Rico.

They wound their way past a bar where patrons could enjoy a cocktail while taking in the view of the bustling malecón under an endless blue sky. Banderas Bay served as the perfect backdrop. A bartender, adding garnish to a couple of Bloody Marys, smiled at Jade as she passed by. Jade looked over her shoulder and saw Sandrine speaking to a waitress, then stopped when Rico ducked into a serving station.

He rummaged through a couple of drawers, then handed Jade a business card. “Call Señor Costa. He can tell you about the cameras.”

“Gracias, Rico.” She shook his hand and headed for the exit.

Jade found Sandrine sitting at the bar, noshing on a shrimp cocktail, and sitting on the stool next to her.

“I’m eating as fast as I can.” Sandrine double-dipped a shrimp the size of a small lobster into cocktail sauce. The spicy scent of horseradish made Jade’s nose tingle.

“You’re fine.” Jade signaled the bartender.

“Perfect,” Sandrine added. “I’ll have a Bloody Mary, too.”

“We’re not drinking,” Jade grumbled, then flashed a flirty grin at the handsome barkeep.

“What can I get you?” he asked.

Jade held her phone up to him. “Have you seen this young woman?”

He looked at Ezmé’s picture, then raised his dark eyes to Jade. “Sí. She has been here with friends.”

“Was she here two nights ago?”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “Why?”

“She’s missing.” Jade thought she saw a flicker of concern cross his face.

The bartender broke eye contact. “Sorry.” He picked up a tumbler and began to polish it with a bar towel.

Jade flipped over Sandrine’s lunch bill and scribbled their phone numbers on the back. She slid the slip of paper toward him and said, “This is our contact information.”

He looked at her note but didn’t pick it up. She sensed he knew more than he was saying when he met her gaze again.

“Thanks.” Jade climbed off her stool and headed for the exit as Sandrine placed a twenty-dollar bill next to her water glass.

Sandrine unlocked the car doors with the key fob. “He knows something.”

“Agreed.” Jade reached for the handle.

Before they could settle into the car, a blood-curdling scream filled the air. Jade looked at Sandrine as another chorus of shrieks came from the beach.

“Bloody hell!”

“Come on!” Jade called and hustled across the malecón.

The two agents cut their way through the gathering crowd and stopped at the three-foot sea wall. On the beach below, another mob was forming.

Someone yelled, “Call an ambulance!”

A different voice said, “Dude, she’s dead.”

The cluster of people parted slightly, and Jade could see a young woman lying in the sand.

“Jade!” Sandrine called after her as she hurtled over the wall and dropped onto the soft beach.

Racing toward the throng hovering around the motionless figure, Jade felt as if she was running in quicksand. Sandrine caught up to her and tried to keep her from kneeling next to the body. But Jade had to know. Was this her sister? Would her biggest fear be realized? Was Ezmé dead?

“It’s not her.” Sandrine tugged Jade’s arm. “Come on.”

But Jade couldn’t take her eyes off the girl. She had long dark hair, like Ezmé. She was about the same age. And she was dead.

Jade couldn’t tell exactly what had happened, but the body was missing the right arm and the lower half of the left leg. Her death had been horrific. The putrid smell of decaying flesh drew bile up the back of Jade’s throat. Rising to her feet, she swallowed the urge to vomit as she imagined Ezmé suffering the same fate.
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Eladio Ortiz stared at the thin file taunting him from the middle of his desk. The limited details within told him Ezmé had been adopted as a baby by Arturo and Leta Mendoza from Phoenix, Arizona. If his math was correct, Jade had been two when she gained a baby sister.

Eladio knew that no matter how long he looked at the folder, it would not magically fill with tips, leads, or answers regarding the disappearance of Ezmérelda Mendoza. Or the vanishing of eleven other young women.

He’d been able to glean little information since arriving in Puerto Vallarta, but it seemed the missing females were primarily prostitutes. He’d uncovered a few missing persons reports in which the woman had been in an abusive relationship, then suddenly disappeared. Despite investigations into their abusers, there had been no indication that the women had been murdered.

Ezmérelda Mendoza’s disappearing act was different. It seemed to be the first abduction in a few years that didn’t involve a working girl or female in distress.

Lacing his fingers together, he cradled the back of his head. His assignment to this task force was better than being fired. After all, he had allowed Sarita García to escape and disappear. But the lack of progress in finding any of the missing women made him feel as if he were being punished for letting the drug queen get away.

Eladio closed his eyes and allowed an image of Sarita to fill his mind. Her dark eyes were probing his—waiting for him to apologize for deceiving her for sixteen months. And as always, his attention focused on her lips, painted bloodred and slightly parted—as if she were about to say something. He could almost smell her Scandal perfume. Eladio knew he should open his eyes and forget Sarita’s goodbye kiss, but he didn’t. Instead, he savored the memory almost as much as he’d enjoyed the actual moment her lips touched his.

“¿Qué pasa?”

Eladio jerked out of his reverie and opened his eyes to see Lieutenant Amado Peña standing in the open doorway.

“¿Necesita una siesta?” Peña looked at his phone. “It is only ten am.”

“You are early.” Eladio opened the investigation file and shuffled the papers within.

“Sí.” Peña plopped down into a chair in front of Eladio’s desk. “Now that I have been assigned to this task force, I have no other cases.”

Eladio frowned at Peña, who looked more like a cartel leader than a policeman. “What can you tell me about Valéria Carrizo?” Eladio asked.

Peña shrugged, then leaned forward. “Not much. She is FBI, ¿sí?”

“Sí.” Eladio held up a single sheet of paper, which held scant specifications on the young agent.

“And you are wondering why FBI and not Federale?” Peña stated.

The only useful information about Valéria was that she enrolled at Arizona State University when she was eighteen and entered the academy after graduation.

“¿Qué dice?” Peña prodded.

“She’s Mexican-American with dual citizenship and grew up in Arizona. Graduated from ASU with a master’s in criminology and criminal justice and was top of her class at the academy, graduating with honors.”

He passed the paper to Peña, who studied the one-page dossier, then slid it across the desk toward Eladio. “Impresionante.”

“I would like to know more about her.” Eladio drilled Peña with a dark stare.

Peña plucked a concha roll from the box on Eladio’s desk. “And you want me to see what I can find out.”

Eladio nodded. His phone buzzed, and he looked at the text from Jade Mendoza.

Jade: We’ll be at your office this afternoon

“We do not need any more help,” Peña grumbled as if he could read the text upside down, then popped the last of the concha into his mouth.

“Need it or not.” Eladio set his phone down. “Jade Mendoza is the missing girl’s hermana.”

“¡Mierda!” Peña swore. “Too many people will be complicado.”

Before Eladio could respond, his phone vibrated with an incoming call. As he looked at the number, Peña’s phone dinged.

“Bueno,” he answered the call and met Peña’s questioning gaze when he raised his eyes to Eladio. “Sí.” He disconnected.

“Tenemos un cuerpo en la playa.” Peña stood.

Without responding, Eladio opened a drawer, retrieved his Sig Sauer, and replayed the call in his mind. “Agent Ortiz, we have a dead girl on the beach. You should come before she is moved.”

Peña, already on his way out the door, called over his shoulder, “I will drive.”
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He hated being locked down at his compound, La Pedrera, but the recent news that a hit had been ordered on his life made being sequestered a necessity. Raptor lifted his protein shake and took a large drink, the taste of peanut butter dancing on his tongue. He looked out his office window at the tall mountains at the edge of the dark green forest. His corporate president, Edgar Dimas, had sent a list of wares he hoped to purchase for Sol Ardiente Galería, Raptor’s legitimate business. He knew Edgar had made his usual excellent choices, so he barely perused the list before approving the invoice with his initials.

Raptor had been working diligently for three years to change the human trafficking business he’d inherited after killing his boss. He hoped being isolated wouldn’t delay his progress. Changing how his men practiced their trade had been a long and difficult process. Now, he could see they, too, preferred not to capture women and sell them like they were chattel. Of course, there were always holdouts. Raptor had been forced to order the death of the men who’d broken his three rules. Don’t take or touch a girl without approval. Don’t leave the organization without permission. Don’t cross Raptor.

Raptor had been part of the last deal with his original boss. A fat, wealthy American had contracted them to find him a companion. Raptor had been disgusted by the bastardo’s requirements: She must be a young, voluptuous virgin and speak English.

Raptor had lost sleep after the young woman had begged to be set free and then was dragged away in tears. He’d decided he no longer wanted to be a party to ruining women’s lives. Unfortunately, he had decided to change too late because that girl was the daughter of an accountant who worked for a mid-level cartel. It had taken the Cartel de Cocos Pequeña four years to locate the girl. A week ago, she was rescued from the man who had bought her, and he’d been tortured and executed. Then a hit was ordered on Raptor since his boss was dead and he’d participated in the sale of the young woman. The cartel would use Raptor’s execution to send a message.

Over the past few years, Raptor had shown his men they could still make money by helping women—instead of ripping them away from their families and forcing them into a life of hell. He’d convinced his lieutenant, Milo Rios, to solicit prostitutes, then offer them an opportunity to trade the street life for a relationship with one of Raptor’s many buyers. It sounded easy enough, but he hired a private investigator to vet would-be buyers to ensure the working girls weren’t trading one hell for another. Word spread. Soon, women from México and other countries reached out to Milo, hoping to find a better life.

The first assignment Raptor had given the PI was to find Belen. The slick gringo had reported he’d been unable to locate Belen and assumed she was dead. At first, Raptor had rejected the idea. Surely, he would’ve felt something if the woman he loved had died. Although he’d paid the PI a bonus to find her, the report was always the same.

So now Raptor, too, dreamed of finding a better life. He wanted to become the man he used to be. Find someone he could love almost as much as he’d loved Belen. Leave the past behind.

He would start over somewhere far away from Puerto Vallarta. Raptor stared out the window again as the events that had changed his life forever played in his mind.

Eight years ago, he and Belen had fled the economic collapse in Guatemala with a small bag of clothes and all the money they’d saved. After months of careful planning, they knew it could take them up to four weeks to work their way through México to Nogales. Once there, they would cross the border into Arizona. In love and filled with the dream of making it to America, the young couple had set off on a beautiful January morning. Belen’s cousin had a spare room in his apartment they could stay in and had secured them jobs at a trendy Mexican restaurant. He and Belen couldn’t wait to meet their bright future together.

What they hadn’t known—and couldn’t have planned for—was the nightmare that began after Belen broke her ankle. They’d hopped into a boxcar outside México City, and she’d fallen when the train jerked around a corner.

At the time, he’d been grateful for the simple fracture in her fibula bone, just above the ankle. For the sympathetic doctor who’d tended to Belen and took only half their money. For the kind young man offering them a ride to the border.

He touched his lips, remembering their last kiss and how, at the time, he was thankful she was alive. It had been the last time he had been thankful.

“¿Patrón?” one of his men called from the open door of his office, bringing him back to the present.

Raptor shifted his gaze to the man. “Sí.”

“Un cuerpo ha aparecido en la playa cerca del malecón.”

“In English,” Raptor growled. How often did he have to tell his soldiers to learn and speak English?

“Sí. Yes. A body is on the beach near the malecón,” the man repeated. “The boardwalk.”

“Did one of the men try to capture this girl?”

“I do not know.”

“Do we have someone at the scene?”

“Sí.”

“Keep me apprised.” He waved the man from his office.

Raptor prayed one of his men hadn’t gone rogue and caused the girl’s death. But since the policía had been notified, he needed to be sure.

He also doubted she was Ezmérelda Mendoza. The young beauty had captured his attention six months ago when she passed by his table at the outdoor Café del Mar. The café was his favorite lunch spot when he was at his office at Ardiente Sol Galería. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. The fresh plumeria bloom she wore tucked into her long dark hair had enveloped him in a fragrant cloud of citrus.

He’d eventually managed to engage her in conversation, which led to having coffee with her a few times. Raptor had planned to ask her to dinner, then found himself locked away at his compound. He couldn’t understand his fascination with the lovely Ezmé but knew he wanted to get to know her better. Could it be she reminded him of when he was a better man? Or was it because she looked so much like his beloved Belen?
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Jade worried that if she closed her eyes, she’d fall into a deep sleep. She also feared images of the dead girl on the beach would morph into Ezmé. But even with her eyes open, Jade could imagine her sister suffering the same fate—or worse.

Eladio argued his point that the recently discovered body could be one of Raptor’s captives, but Lieutenant Peña had a different theory.

“It was a cocodrilo.” Peña crossed his arms.

“I think we should wait for the coroner’s report before we jump to conclusions,” Eladio countered.

“It rained last night, which draws the crocs into the ocean.” Now Peña leaned forward, his hands held palms up to punctuate his declaration.

“But where would the reptile find someone to attack?” Eladio’s question echoed with impatience.

“We should check with the hotels along that section of beach,” Peña said. “The beast could have snatched her during a walk in the surf last night.”

“Jade.” Eladio tapped his desk with a pen.

It took her a beat to realize he was speaking to her. The two cops’ verbal volley had almost lulled her to sleep.

“Yes? What?” She blinked to bring the Federale into focus.

“Does Ezmé ever walk on the beach at night?” Eladio asked.

“No.” She wished she knew the agent better because Eladio’s handsome face revealed nothing. “I mean,” she began, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. “I don’t think so.”

Amado Peña kicked a chair toward her. “Sit—before you fall down.”

If she weren’t so damn tired, she would’ve told the arrogant lieutenant where he could shove the chair. “I’m good.”

Peña smirked at her and asked Eladio, “Did you hear back from the bookstore where Ezmé worked?”

“I have left a message for—” Eladio checked a notepad before him. “Kyla.” He looked at Jade. “But no return call.”

Tears pooled in Jade’s eyes, and she ran her hands over her face to stem their flow. “What can you tell me about Raptor?”

“Us.” Sandrine stood next to Jade. “What can you tell us?”

Jade cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you were going to the hotel?”

“I did.” Sandrine handed her a cup. “All checked in.” She pointed at the drink. “Mexican latte.”

“What about Señora Beck and her daughter?” Peña asked. “They were supposed to come here and give a statement.”

Sandrine narrowed her eyes at him. “I said we’d talk with them tomorrow.”

“Ah, I see.” Peña threw his hands in the air. “You are in charge now!”

“Tomorrow will be better,” Eladio interjected.

Sandrine looked at Eladio. “What information do you have on Raptor.”

The scent of cinnamon wafted over Jade when she took a sip of coffee. Eladio, whose face was a mask of calm, made her question whether he was the right person to head the task force. For a fleeting second, she missed Christopher. But she knew Special Agent Temple had his hands full in Washington DC wrapping up their joint investigation into the now-missing Sarita García.

Instead of waiting for Eladio, Peña said, “I believe this cabrón is not a Mexican National.”

Eladio set his jaw. Jade thought he wanted to punch Peña as much as she did. But Eladio maintained his professional demeanor and flipped through his notepad.

Stopping on a page, he said, “I agree.” He raised his eyes to Jade. “We do not have much information compiled yet, but I can share what we do know.”

Sandrine sat down and pulled another chair close. She rolled her eyes at Jade. “Bloody hell! Sit your ass down!”

Despite fearing she’d pass out, Jade slumped into her seat.

Eladio’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. Before he could answer, a young Hispanic woman strode into his office.

“Agent Ortiz.” She extended her hand. “Special Agent Valéria Carrizo.”

Standing, Eladio shook her hand. “Welcome.”

Valéria looked around the office, her blue eyes settling on Jade. “Agent Mendoza.” Valéria tilted her head, causing her long blonde hair to swing to the side. “I’m to tell you all is good from Agent Temple,” she said, her accent barely noticeable. She smiled and handed Jade an envelope.

Jade looked at her name scrawled across the front in Christopher’s bold handwriting. She slid a single sheet of paper from inside and read his note.

––––––––
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Jade ~ Valéria told me there are no updates on Ezmé.

I know you’re worried, but your sister is smart, and

she’ll lead you to her if she can. Ortiz came through

on the García investigation, so be nice. Still no sign

of your “mom.” I’m taking a few days to recharge, but

call me if you need anything. Hang in there, C



“What’s surfer boy say?” Sandrine reached for the note.

Jade pulled it away and glared at her friend.

“¡Perdona!” Peña snapped his fingers. “Can you save your love letter for later so we can get back to work?”

Ignoring her exhaustion, Jade jumped to her feet. She was ready to slap the condescending look from Peña’s face. Sandrine grabbed her wrist as both men stood.

Jade shook off Sandrine’s grip and stepped toward the lieutenant. “What the fuck is your problem?”

“¡Tú! You should not be involved in this investigation.” Peña’s hands were balled into fists.

“Enough!” Eladio pounded his desk, and silence filled the office.

Touching Jade on the shoulder, Sandrine said. “Let’s call it a day.”

Jade didn’t respond, still intent on punching Peña in the mouth. She’d had enough of being told what to do. Enough of feeling helpless. Enough of playing by the rules.

If Agent Ortiz and Lieutenant Peña couldn’t help find her sister, she might have to take matters into her own hands. And Jade didn’t plan to let anyone stand in her way.
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Eladio sipped tequila from the partially salted tumbler. The large square ice cube tilted and settled when he placed the glass on the bar top.

As soon as he’d locked his office door, he’d headed for Captain Jack’s, a popular tourist bar famous for its Drunk Pirate drink. Eladio had never sampled the rum concoction since he preferred tequila. Besides, the idea of drinking the sweet swill made him cringe.

Jesús appeared with the bottle of Kah tequila. “¿Uno mas?”

Eladio nodded. He’d tried all three types of Sarita’s favorite tequila, deciding the reposado suited him best. The yellow sugar skull staring back at him from the label conjured the memory of the night when they’d bonded over too much alcohol and their shared hatred for her Padrino, Agustín Castro. When Sarita’s face flashed in his mind, he found himself comparing her features with her daughter's. They both had the same eyes, dark and alluring, but Jade had a stronger jawline. He wondered if her lips were as luscious as her mother’s.

He took another sip and thought about the beautiful Jade Mendoza. Though she was young, she seemed more mature than her twenty-three years. The argument between her and Peña replayed in his head, and he wondered if the young DEA agent carried her passion into all things.

“¡Mierda!” Eladio swore under his breath. “She’s a child.” He drained his glass, waved at Jesús, and reached for a menu. Clearly lack of food was affecting his logic.

He perused the menu even though he knew he’d order his usual Pirate’s Pizza. His favorite pizza came on a large tortilla with pepperoni as coins, red sauce as blood, cheese as sand, and pineapple as gold. He looked toward Jesús, who gave him the thumbs-up, indicating he’d already placed Eladio’s order.

Eladio sipped from the tumbler and contemplated the day’s events. He had a dead girl on the beach with possible cocodrilo injuries. Ezmé Mendoza had been missing for forty-eight hours. And they had absolutely no leads as to what had happened to her.

Maybe now that the investigative team included Valéria, they’d have more resources through her FBI affiliation. Valéria’s presence had improved Peña’s mood, but Jade’s anger caused him to worry that she was about to go rogue. Maybe, if she’d let him, Eladio could provide the same partner-like balance she’d had with Temple.

Eladio massaged the scar from the flesh wound he’d acquired in the shootout with Sarita García’s men. He thought about how he might feel if his little sister was missing. Thankfully, Isla was safe at home with their parents in Monterrey. A year younger than Ezmé, Isla worked at a café while finishing college. He admired his little sister’s determination to find a job in the States after she graduated as a bilingual pharmacy technician.

Jesús delivered the pizza and asked, “A Pacifico now?”

Eladio nodded, color tinting his cheeks. God, I am predictable, he thought to himself. He munched a slice of pizza and glanced at an incoming text.

Peña: With Valéria. Come to Marriot. Croc attack two nights ago

Eladio finished his slice, took a long pull from the Pacifico bottle, and reached for his wallet. Jesús headed toward him with a to-go box and the bill. As Eladio placed eight hundred pesos next to the empty pizza tray, his phone buzzed again.

Peña: Dead beach girl not from two nights ago

Ortiz: On my way

Eladio slid another slice of pizza from the box as he navigated the Friday night traffic. A mental image of Puerto Vallarta formed as he savored a bite. The El Cora Cocodrilo Sanctuary sat inland between Nuevo Vallarta and Bucerías. He scanned his mental map and recalled Estero El Salado, a natural crocodile habitat. The reserve was located east of the Puerto Vallarta Marina on a channel flowing into Bahía de Banderas.

If their dead girl wasn’t from the attack two nights ago, possibly she’d fallen into the water from one of the marina docks. Or maybe she’d been on one of the many boats frequenting the bay and had gone overboard.

Eladio turned into the hotel’s long, sweeping driveway and stopped before the main entrance. A valet appeared, and Eladio handed him the keys to his black Jeep Renegade and flashed his credentials. The valet gave a thumbs-up, and Eladio knew his SUV would be parked nearby.

Peña met him at the double glass doors and motioned for him to follow. Cold air blasted Eladio when he stepped inside.

“¿Tomaste la ruta escénica?” Peña grumbled.

Eladio ignored the Lieutenant’s remark about taking a scenic route and followed him across the lobby. He wanted to tell the pendejo arrogante that if he’d taken the scenic route, he would have kept going.

Valéria sat on the orange cushion of a wicker armchair, speaking with a young woman who twisted a tissue around a finger. She looked at them with tear-filled gray eyes, and Eladio thought he saw the desire to flee cross the girl’s face.

Valéria touched the young woman’s arm and spoke softly to her, then she stood and approached the men. Noticing a tear track down the FBI agent’s cheek, Eladio wondered what past trauma could cause her to relate to this turista’s tragedy.

“I believe I have all the information she can recall.” Valéria waved at the young woman who was heading for the elevators.

“Are you going to share?” Peña barked. “Or do we guess?”

Eladio braced for Valéria to unleash a barrage of swear words like Jade’s earlier rant, but she surprised him by flashing Peña a dazzling smile.

Valéria touched Peña’s arm, and Eladio almost laughed at the goofy grin curving the lieutenant’s lips.

“Of course, I’m going to share.” She turned her bright smile to Eladio. “Can we move this meeting to the hotel bar?” Valéria didn’t wait for a reply. She strutted away, leaving the scent of lemongrass hanging in the air and the men gawking at her perfect backside.

Peña shrugged and followed the pretty FBI agent with a little swagger in his step. By the time Eladio arrived at the small table, Peña had taken the chair next to Valéria. A waiter hurried over and took their orders: cervezas for the men and tequila neat for Valéria.

“The young woman I interviewed, Gwen, is here with two friends. They are not affiliated with the girl who was attacked by a crocodile two nights ago while sitting in the surf.”

The waiter delivered their drinks and asked, “Anything else?”

“Sí.” Peña pointed to another table. “A bowl of chiflado.”

The waiter did a head bob before heading off to fetch mixed nuts for them.

“What else did she tell you?” Peña asked, then took a long swig from his Modelo.

“Gwen went to the hospital and visited the girl who’d been attacked on the beach.” Valéria reached for her drink. “Her injuries aren’t life-threatening since she hasn’t developed an infection from the bites. But the crocodile severely mangled her legs.”

“If she doesn’t know the girl attacked in the surf,” Eladio said, “then why did she visit her? And why is she so upset?”

Valéria sipped some tequila, and Eladio saw a whisp of sorrow flutter in her eyes. “Because her friends, Lexi and Blake, are missing.” She tossed down the rest of her shot. “And she thinks one of them is the dead girl found on the beach.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER SEVEN
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As dawn lit the sky, Raptor yawned and rubbed his eyes. He was exhausted and frustrated, and he hated waiting. One of his halcones, men he had placed throughout the city to act as scouts, had sent word. The body found on the beach yesterday was connected to his operation. His policía contact was also earning his money. He reported that a guest on the pirate ship thought he had seen the girl go overboard. She’d been fighting with an unknown man during the fireworks display.

So now he waited in his office, watching a squall move across the mountains. He inhaled the fresh, earthy smell of the passing rain as air seeped through a slightly open window.

His soldiers had had a busy night. They’d also found Novio and Ezmérelda Mendoza. When Raptor got the call at one am, he’d instructed Toro Aguilar to place Novio in an empty room with a guard at the door. Toro informed his boss that Ezmé was hysterical. He requested permission to sedate her, which Raptor granted.

He trusted Toro, a sicario who’d joined the crew after Raptor killed his boss. Though Raptor had begun paying his men a wage instead of making them compete for a percentage of the spoils, there were still soldiers among the ranks who preferred their previous way of life. Toro became Raptor’s enforcer, offering protection and meting out punishment when warranted. Toro had been the one to deliver the news that a hit had been ordered—with Raptor’s head as the desired prize.

“Patrón.” Milo Rios stood in the open doorway.

Raptor waved him into his office. “What do you know?”

“The girl from the beach jumped overboard from the Perla del Océano when one of our men tried to grab her during the pirate cruise.”

“¡Maldita sea!” Raptor pounded his desk. “Who?”

“Ferdo brought the newest girl in last night.” Milo rubbed his chin. “It was her friend who jumped.”

“Has the new girl been touched?”

“No.” His lieutenant shook his head. “She was drugged but seems fine.”

Raptor shifted his gaze out the open window, taking in the pre-dawn sky as he contemplated Milo’s news. Since he wanted time to get to know Ezmé, the last thing he needed was the policía questioning his men. Or, God forbid, discovering his well-hidden complex here in La Pedrera.

“¿Patrón?” Milo waited for instructions.

“See to it, she is comfortable for now.” Raptor shifted his gaze to Toro, who was now standing behind Milo. “Ask her if she can identify the men on the ship.” He waved Toro into his office. “Talk to Ferdo as well.”

Milo nodded. “Sí, Patrón.” He skirted around Toro, who looked more Aztec Indian than Mexican.

Raptor motioned his sicario forward, and Toro dropped into a chair.

“Has Novio said anything?” Raptor asked.

“No, Patrón.” Toro crossed a knee with his ankle. “Not a word since he tried to talk his way out of the hotel room.”

“Did he offer an excuse?”

Toro shook his head. “He claimed he had just texted with you and was leaving to deliver the girl.”

Raptor tried to suppress a slight smile since the kid was so like him. “Bring him to my office,” Raptor said. “And the girl?”

“She is still sleeping.” Toro consulted his watch. “Do you want me to wake her for breakfast?”

“Sí.” Raptor looked at the time on his phone. “Have the girl and breakfast delivered to my suite at seven.”

Toro stood and turned to go, adding, “I will have Milo bring Novio.”

Raptor moved to a well-stocked bar. It was early for a shot of tequila, but after the night he’d had, plus what was still to come, he didn’t care. He filled the shot glass to the rim and tossed down the Patrón. Closing his eyes, he savored the citrusy taste and the burn that followed. He considered tipping the bottle to his lips for a beat and drinking half the contents, but he had work to do. He poured another shot and returned to his desk just as Milo arrived with Novio. Milo pushed the young man toward Raptor, and Novio spun around. He probably would have taken a swing at Milo if not for his zip-tied wrists.

Milo stepped back and crossed his arms. Raptor knew his men did not like being responsible for another soldier’s discipline, but the rules were clear. And Novio had broken all three.​

“Cut his restraints and leave us,” Raptor said.

Milo did as instructed, closing the office door as he left.

Raptor locked eyes with Novio. “Does it hurt?” He pointed to Novio’s blackened, swollen eye.

Novio shrugged.

Motioning to a chair in front of his desk, Raptor said, “Sentarse.”

Novio rubbed his wrists and sat as instructed.

When Raptor slid the Patrón shot toward the young man, Novio narrowed his good eye.

“Drink,” Raptor said. “I have already had mine.”

Novio picked up the glass and tilted it to his cut lips. He winced slightly as he downed the shot.

“Almost sixty hours.” Raptor resisted the urge to smile at the young soldier’s impressive accomplishment. “What am I to do with you now?”

Novio glared at him. His clothes were torn and dirty, and he had a patch of dried blood under his nose. Raptor admired the fight Novio had put up in his attempt to escape with Ezmé.

Novio squared his shoulders. “You can let us go.”

This time, Raptor allowed a slight smile at the young man’s brazenness. “You know I cannot grant your request.”

“Por favor, Patrón—”

“English, Novio.”

Novio pursed his lips and raised his chin. “I would very much like for you to release me from service.” The young soldier hesitated, and a flicker of fear shone in his eyes. “And allow me to leave with Ezmé.”

“Bravo!” Raptor clapped his hands. “How long have you practiced that speech?”

Novio’s bravado wilted slightly, but he countered with a curt reply. “From day one.”

Once again, Raptor admired the young man’s courage. A trait he’d kept hidden in the four years he’d been indebted first to the original Jefe and now to Raptor. Of course, to sacrifice yourself to save another was the definition of courage.

“I know your name means boyfriend, but I do not think Ezmé is destined to be your girlfriend.”

“And you believe that because your name means gift of God, Ezmé will see you as a regalo instead of the monster you are?”

Raptor shot to his feet and Novio stood as well. He had worked hard to remove the anger that had hardened his heart. But Novio’s insolence had cracked Raptor's precarious control on his rage.

“For now.” Raptor crossed to the bar, grabbed the bottle of Patrón and another glass. “I will let you live.” He returned to his desk and poured two shots.

Novio lifted his glass in toast. “And I will keep trying to escape with Ezmé until you kill me.” He tossed down the tequila.

Raptor tipped his glass toward Novio, then drank his shot. The boy of twenty-one had become a confident, probably dangerous, young man. Raptor had no doubt Novio would try to make good on his promise.
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She had slept for ten hours, so why did she still feel tired? Probably, her tequila-fueled slumber was the answer.

“Yep.” Jade scrunched her eyes closed. “I always have to have one more shot even though I know better.” She cracked an eyelid and listened for any indication Sandrine was up, but silence filled their suite.

Jade cringed at the memory of her friend guiding her to the large king-size bed, placing the trash can close by, and leaving bottles of water on the nightstand. Jade had mumbled something about Peña being a bastard and Eladio being a handsome gentleman.

“Sure, sweetie.” Sandrine’s parting words bounced around Jade’s brain. “Peña’s an ass, and Eladio’s a prince.” She’d brushed Jade’s bangs from her forehead and whispered, “You’re going to be sorry in the morning, Love.”

Jade sat up, and other than a dull thudding in her head, she didn’t feel too hungover. “Good Mexican genes,” she declared, her cheeks instantly coloring.

The phrase belonged to her dad, Arturo. She loved pretending she had the same DNA as her adoptive parents. But now that she knew who her biological mother was, Jade had to concede that the saying probably applied to all Mexicans.

She reassessed her initial evaluation of how she felt, slumping back into the pillows. Eyes closed, she let the memory of discovering her true heritage boil up from her emotional lockbox.

“Your next DEA assignment is in Mazatlán,” Ellice Benson had said as she slid a folder toward Jade. “You’ll be working with a Fed in a joint effort to apprehend Sarita García.”

Jade had opened the file and almost spit coffee onto the desk. The face of a beautiful woman stared back at Jade with her own eyes. She held the photo closer and studied every detail.

“I noticed the resemblance, too,” Benson said.

Lowering the picture, she stared at her boss.

“Since you haven’t kept your adoption a secret.” Benson leaned forward and handed Jade a document. “I decided to look into the history.”

Tears blurred Jade’s vision, but she could see the names Alarico and Estrella García at the top of the page. Jade picked out her date of birth and keywords, realizing the form was her official adoption agreement. Sarita was listed as her mother, with a doctor’s notation stating Sarita was mentally incapacitated.

Both women were silent for a moment; then Jade raised her gaze to Benson.

“There’s no father listed,” her boss said.

Afraid her voice would crack if she spoke, Jade nodded.

“If you’d like,” Benson said, holding Jade’s stare. “I can keep searching for information regarding your bio-dad.”

She punched her pillow, sending the recollection slithering back to the corner of her mind where she kept difficult memories. Jade hadn’t responded to Benson’s offer. She and Ezmé had known from an early age that they were adopted. But did Jade want to know more than she’d just learned? That her maternal grandparents had taken her from her mother and given her up for adoption. That her bio-mom was a drug queen on the run. What if her birth father was more notorious than Sarita García?

Jade propped herself up and sipped some water. The suite still seemed quiet, so she decided there was no need to jump out of bed. Coffee would probably help her hangover, though. She checked her phone but had no texts or voicemails. A fuzzy recollection of threatening Ortiz that she’d be in his office at the crack of dawn flitted through her mind. Jade knew working an investigation was filled with chasing down leads, trying to get inside criminals’ minds, and working to make sense of every piece of information. But nothing they’d done so far had brought them closer to finding Ezmé.

Today, they were meeting with Joy and Erica. She hoped they would fill in some of the blanks surrounding the hours before Ezmé’s disappeared. Slipping her feet free of the covers, she shuffled across the tile floor of her bedroom to the kitchenette. A half pot of coffee sat warming on the burner, the strong brew permeating the air. Jade poured a cup, leaving space for a splash of Baileys. A breeze blew through the open patio slider, ruffling the curtains, and crashing waves called to her from the beach below. Padding across the living room, Jade stepped onto the deck into the warm tropical air. She stretched out on a lounge chair and sighed at the breathtaking sight of Banderas Bay.

The chocolatey Baileys danced on her tongue after a sip of coffee, and she thought about what Sandrine had asked her when they’d been in Mazatlán. “Are you sure you’re not related to Marco Torres?”

Jade took a bigger drink and thought about Captain Marco Torres. He seemed about the same age as Sarita, but Jade had a hard time imagining the buttoned-down captain being involved with a drug queen. Then again, they would have been teenagers at the time of her conception. Perhaps their paths crossed, and they had a romantic encounter before going their separate ways.

Closing her eyes, she matched her breathing to the drumming waves and conjured up the handsome captain’s face behind her eyelids. She mentally studied his features, trying to superimpose her face over his, but nothing appeared to match up. Eyes open, she took another sip, then compared one physical attribute at a time to Torres. When her list reached his mouth, she licked her lips. Did they share this characteristic? The same grim set to their lips when frowning? And was it possible they had the same jawline?

“Does it really effing matter?” she asked the sparkling sea. “I’ll probably never see him or Sarita again.”

A sequence of chimes echoed from the bedroom. Jade hustled to retrieve her phone, which continued to sound alerts as a string of texts filled the screen.

Sandrine: You up?

Sandrine: Joy wants to take us to breakfast

Jade: Yes. When?

Sandrine: Now!

Jade rolled her eyes, then texted: Fine. Down in 15

Sandrine: We’ll be in the lobby

Jade sent the thumbs-up emoji.

She returned to the kitchen and added hot coffee to her cup as she opened the next text.

Ortiz: Buenos días. Sandrine said you will be meeting with Joy this morning. Peña will be joining you. Appreciate you conducting this interview.

“Seriously!” Dealing with the egotistical lieutenant while she walked Joy through her last contact with Ezmé was the last thing she wanted.

Jade: Peña?

Ortiz: Neither you nor Sandrine have official status. He needs to oversee the meeting

Jade wanted to text something inappropriate and unprofessional but refrained.

Jade: Fine. Does he know where to meet us?

Ortiz: Sí

Jade sent another thumbs-up emoji, added more Baileys to her cup, and headed for a shower. She turned on the water, stripped, and stood under the hot spray, wishing she hadn’t over-imbibed last night. Then she could have met Joy earlier and avoided being babysat by Peña.

“God, I hate being told what to do!”
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Eladio wondered how many swear words Jade had said before she texted her reply: Peña?

While he understood her annoyance, he knew every aspect of this investigation had to be properly conducted. If—not if—when they captured Raptor, he did not want anything to allow the human trafficker to escape prosecution. Not only that, but his superiors had informed him that they did not see any reason to involve the DEA. Eladio had lobbied for Jade and Sandrine to be included on the task force and was granted permission. Unfortunately, the approval came with parameters for now, so Amado Peña would oversee Jade’s interview with Joy.

When he considered it, he and Jade shared the same frustration regarding this case and the task force. He would’ve preferred to handle the investigation alone, as he had when he built his case against Sarita García. And despite Sarita’s disappearance, Eladio’s undercover work had helped bring down Agustín Castro’s drug empire.

Maybe, he thought again, he and Jade would make a good team. She knew her sister well, and he had the ability to blend in. Together, he believed they would already have proof Raptor held Ezmé captive. His intuition told him they’d also know the real identity of the man they hunted. And, if it were just the two of them, he’d have an opportunity to get to know Jade Mendoza beyond the fact that she was Sarita García’s daughter.

A buzz emanated from his phone, and he checked the screen.

Peña: Llegan tarde

Ortiz: Paciencia

Peña: Me voy en 10

Eladio didn’t respond. He doubted the lieutenant would leave in ten minutes if Jade and the others hadn’t arrived. He knew how much Peña liked exerting his authority and that he wouldn’t want to miss an opportunity to do so with Jade.

Valéria knocked on his open door, then stepped into his office. “Ready?”

She looked stunning in a tan skirt, white cotton tank, and red sandals. Eladio envied her simple outfit and wished he could ditch his trousers for shorts and hang up his jacket until cooler weather returned.

“Sí.” Eladio stood, retrieving his gun from the desk drawer. “My car is in the back parking lot.” He motioned for her to exit ahead of him.

They navigated the hallway to a back door, which he held open as she stepped outside. The cool morning air had given way to a mugginess, suggesting the day would be sultry and hot. Eladio released the locks of his Jeep with his key fob. He laid his jacket onto the backseat, then joined Valéria in the stuffy car. The air conditioning sputtered to life when he cranked the engine, and he lowered the windows for fresh, albeit hot, air.

“Sorry for the heat.” Eladio retrieved his sunglasses from the dash.

“No worries.” Valéria lifted her long honey-blonde hair, twisted it into a knot, and magically secured the mop to the top of her head. “We are in Puerto Vallarta, after all.”

Eladio merged into traffic, and they rode silently for a few minutes. He hated attending autopsy review, but he needed to have a face-to-face with the coroner regarding the young woman from the beach. Did she die from cocodrilo wounds? Or did she drown first, making her an easy snack for the predatory reptile? Or could both scenarios be true?

“So.” Valéria cleared her throat. “Do I need to be in the same room with the, uh, body?”

Eladio suppressed a smile. “First autopsy review?”

“Yes.” She looked out the window, then back at Eladio. “I’m not sure how I’ll react. I would hate to embarrass you by vomiting all over the victim.”

A chuckle escaped Eladio. “It is fine if you would like to remain outside the exam room, but I think you will find the process more clinical than gory.” He looked at her. “Besides, you have Gwen’s picture with her friends on your phone, ¿sí?”

“Yes, but couldn’t you have the coroner check the photo against the victim?” Valéria asked. “And why see the body instead of just reading the report?”

Eladio shrugged. “I need to see things with my own eyes to get a complete picture.” Flipping the blinker, he changed lanes. “I find I do not like to rely on information from other sources.”

Turning toward him in her seat, Valéria said, “Right? In case there’s an odd sock.”

He glanced at her. “Odd sock?”

“A clue someone might have missed.” Facing forward, she continued, “Like what if the girl has restraint marks on her remaining limbs?” Her face grew animated. “Or did the police overlook a puncture mark indicating she’d been drugged?” She frowned. “Before whatever else happened to her occurred.”

Eladio pulled into a parking lot beside a white stucco building with red trim. There was no sign indicating the Coroner’s Office or that a morgue was located within. Eladio’s first visit here had been soon after he’d arrived in Puerto Vallarta. He parked, and they both exited the vehicle.

Eladio was thankful he’d worn a short-sleeved linen shirt when the oppressive heat slammed into him. He glanced at his jacket in the backseat, then clicked the locks. They crossed to the building, and Eladio held the door open for Valéria. The inside air’s bouquet of antiseptic cleaning products and death was overwhelming. Eladio resisted the urge to cover his nose and mouth with his hand, remaining stoic alongside his FBI partner. Her lightened pallor and twitching nose indicated she, too, was struggling to maintain her poise against the aromatic onslaught.

A woman dressed in lilac scrubs, her dark hair twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck, approached them. When she removed the mask, her smile was revealed. “Agent Ortiz, good to see you again.”
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