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To my fellow vacationers who cheered me on poolside as I finished writing “Chaos in Cabo.” Your encouragement and suggestions helped me write a fabulous novel, especially about how to end my villainess’s story.

[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. Enjoy!!!
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CHAPTER ONE
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Alida Burton looked at Carlos Morales, and a wisp of regret snaked through her gut. This was the first man she’d killed who hadn’t been a sadistic bastard. He had, however, yelled at his girlfriend and crushed her phone on the sidewalk. And then he left her in front of Los Cabos International Airport, crying and begging him to stay.

But that wasn’t her main reason for enticing Morales with the promise of an interview, then killing him. “He shouldn’t have stuck his busybody nose where it didn’t belong, investigating me for one of his podcasts.”

Alida guzzled some water and contemplated the incompetence of men. The mistakes they made were mind-boggling. Of course, if not for one man’s stupidity, she might not be alive.

She donned a pair of nitrile gloves. When the gloves came into contact with the hydrogen peroxide cleaner, the smell of rotten eggs made her nose twitch. She removed his clothes from the suitcase and placed them into a black trash bag. Her mind wandered down memory lane as she searched the suitcase and then wiped down the inside.

Fresh out of business school, Alida tried working regular jobs, utilizing her typing and organizational skills. But at each place of employment, there was one man who thought she needed to be graced with his male prowess. It didn’t matter if she declined; the lusty lothario would persist, driving her to quit. She’d move to the next job, where the dreaded dance was repeated. To ward off unwanted advances, Alida wore ill-fitting clothes, used little makeup, and rarely smiled at anyone. Her efforts only seemed to make her a more desirable target.

She decided to work as a bookkeeper and set up a home office inside her small Palmdale apartment. After a year, she’d built a nice clientele. Always looking to make more money, Alida agreed to meet a new customer at his home in the hills north of Los Angeles. It was the worst mistake of her life. That bad decision sent her down a rabbit hole of anonymity, leading her to seek revenge.

What had the first doctor called it after she’d been rescued from her kidnapper—Rape Trauma Syndrome? The next said she had Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. A third declared she’d had a psychotic break that affected her mental well-being.

After six months in the psychiatric facility, Alida had been deemed fit to return to society. The first thing she did was track down her kidnapper. He woke naked and standing with his ankles tied to metal stakes protruding from the cement floor of an abandoned warehouse. His hands were tied to a beam above his head. He’d spewed vile threats, then begged for his life. Alida had responded as he had to her own pleas months earlier, ignoring everything he said.

Now, men were intrigued by her stark, white, shoulder-length hair. And some had called her steely blue eyes mesmerizing. Alida had mastered wearing clothing that concealed the various scars marring her back. But when she became intimate with a man, they always recoiled as if she had a disease.

She’d lost count of how many abusive, evil men she’d removed from this earth, but knew she’d achieved double digits. Luckily, she had a sixth sense for when it was time to move on, hence how she’d ended up in Cabo San Lucas, México.

“All I’m trying to do is make a living,” Alida told Carlos’s corpse as she folded his right arm. She grinned at the cracking sound of his bones when she forced the limb to lie above his head at the bottom of the luggage. “But see what you made me do?” She repeated the process with his legs, a slightly more daunting task.

Standing, she peeled off her coveralls and added them to the garbage bag, which also contained his clothes, gloves, and cleaning supplies. She’d toss the bag into a random hotel dumpster on her way to her new building.

Alida smiled at her handiwork and closed the metallic pink Gucci suitcase. She slid his cell phone into her shorts pocket, hoping she’d be able to access the contents once she was home. Alida smoothed her wrinkled red tank top and slid her white sunglasses from the top of her head onto her nose. She strode from the warehouse, enjoying the warmth of the April afternoon sun on her shoulders. A slight smile curved her blood-red lips as she pulled the fancy suitcase down the vacant alley toward her ancient Volkswagen.
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Socorro Cortés watched Amado Peña mop his brow with a paper towel for the third time. Their trip from Puerto Vallarta to Cabo had been uneventful, and he’d slept most of the way. They’d stayed at her house last night. Peña had fallen asleep on the bed in one of her guestrooms before she could get him an extra pillow.

Coco had removed his shoes and eased off his pants, blushing at the familiar sight of his package. Then she’d checked the bandage just below his toned abs. Gooseflesh erupted on her arms when she fingered his warm skin. The wound didn’t appear to be bleeding, so she covered him with a light blanket, kissed his forehead, and closed the door. Heading for her room, Coco said a prayer of thanks that Amado didn’t die when he took a bullet for Eladio Ortiz.

Now, dressed in a white T-shirt and jeans, he sat at the nook table sipping coffee and staring at the Sea of Cortés where it met the Pacific Ocean. The weather was putting on a show for him, and she wondered what he was thinking about. Perhaps, he recalled their youth filled with beach days and surfing.

¿Qué?” He glared at her.

“Should I take you to the hospital?”

“No. You need some decent coffee,” he pointed to his mug, “this is too weak.”

Coco pulled a pound of dark roast from a cupboard and made a fresh pot. Even though she knew she had no right, she wanted to ask him questions. Are you in love with Jade Mendoza? Are you in a committed relationship with her? Are you still mad at me for not coming with you to Puerto Vallarta? Of course he is still mad, her little voice mocked.

While the coffee brewed, she took a bowl of diced fruit and a yogurt container from the refrigerator. She plated a buttery banderilla for herself.

“When can I see Isabella?” Peña asked from behind her.

His closeness lit a flicker of desire. Coco blew out a breath, then turned. “We are meeting your niece and her attorney at one.” She searched his face. If he felt the same longing she did, he didn’t let it show.

“Bueno.” Peña removed the coffee carafe and sniffed the coffee. “Much better.” He carried a cup back to the table, and Coco followed.

She perched on a chair across from him, and they sat silently for a few minutes.

“You have a beautiful home.” He reached for her croissant. “Only you live here?”

“The yogurt is for you.” Coco took the pastry from him before he could have a bite. “And you can add banana and mango.”

“I am not hungry.”

“Amado.” He raised an eyebrow, but she continued, “Please eat something.”

He picked a hunk of mango from the bowl with his fingers and popped it into his mouth.

“Either you have done well for yourself,” he looked around the large kitchen, his gaze drifting back through the bay window, “or you married for money instead of love.”

“Can we talk about—”

“No.” Peña held up a hand, then plucked another piece of mango from the bowl. “Tell me more about Isabella’s boyfriend.”

Coco picked up the croissant, slathered it with butter, and then took a large bite. She met his dark eyes as she chewed. Fine, she thought, he doesn’t want to talk about our past. His decision to leave for Puerto Vallarta. My decision to stay in Cabo. And subsequently, the end of—everything.

Obviously, he was still angry and thought she was a bitch, so she might as well act the part.

“His limbs were broken and twisted until he fit into the suitcase. The case was large, but whoever crammed him inside had strength.”

“Which my niece does not possess.” Peña took a sip of coffee. “How was he killed?”

Coco pulled apart the pastry and then laid a piece on her tongue. “The tox screen is not back yet. Since it’s Saturday, it is unlikely we will have any results until next week.” She licked butter from her fingers. “But the coroner thinks he was drugged and then suffocated.”

“And he was investigating a scam-calling crew?” Peña popped a slice of banana into his mouth. “They were impersonating US Customs Border Patrol agents?”

“Sí.” Coco walked to the counter and grabbed the coffee carafe. She refilled her cup, topped off Peña’s, and set the glass pot onto a trivet. “What puzzles me is why someone would kill him, then stuff him into Isabella’s suitcase.”

“He discovered something that could bring down the scam-calling crew, and they are sending a message?” Peña frowned. “Is it possible Isabella is in danger?”

“I requested that she be placed in a holding cell by herself, so she is fine for now.”

“Do you think whoever killed Carlos is the same person committing the other murders?” He drank some coffee.

“Maybe.” Coco shrugged. “I have only been working on the scam investigation for a few weeks.” She finished her croissant. “The murders belong to another detective.” Coco tipped her mug to her lips. “We do not have a good working relationship.” She didn’t see any point in mentioning she’d dated Javier Pérez after Amado had left, and things hadn’t ended well.

Peña raised an eyebrow. “Do you think he will talk to me?”

“I can ask.” Coco looked at her phone. “I’m taking a shower.” She stood and carried her cup to the sink. “Do you need anything?” She leaned across him, picking up the bowl of fruit and the yogurt container. Her breasts brushed his shoulder, and he stiffened.

“No.” Peña came to his feet. “I will check in with Officers Herrera and Vázquez to see if they have made their travel plans.”

Coco looked at him. His curly bangs brushed his forehead, and he held her gaze. She thought a wisp of her young Amado flashed in his dark eyes. Coco stepped close to him and retrieved the carafe. She set the pot back into the coffee maker. Placing the end of a second croissant into her mouth, she headed from the kitchen.

When she turned to see if he watched her, she was pleased to see Amado Peña standing, hands on his hips, staring at her. Coco knew he thought she was to blame for ending their relationship and breaking his heart. Now that he was back in her life, she hoped to rekindle their love—and make him forget Jade Mendoza.
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Amado Peña wanted to be anywhere but in Socorro Cortés’s mansion. How does the girl from our younger days, he asked himself, become an accomplished detective, own a home big enough for a family of five, and look more beautiful than the day I left?

He poured out his coffee and opened a cupboard, looking for something more robust. When he tried to reach a tequila bottle on the top shelf, he felt his stitches pull.

He cringed with a wave of pain. “¡Maldita sea!”

Peña lifted his T-shirt and looked at the bandage over his surgical wound, thankful there was no blood. When Mark Roberts aimed his gun, it was instinct to dive in front of Ortiz. But Amado still wondered how he’d taken a bullet, and Ortiz had ended up with Jade.

He aborted his hunt for alcohol and decided to explore Coco’s huge house.

As he began his self-guided tour, he tapped the keys on his phone.

Peña: When do you arrive

Geovany: Monday

Peña: Vázquez too

Geovany: Sí

Peña: Bueno. Text your arrival time

Geovany: Copio

Peña wandered from the kitchen into a formal dining room with entrances at each end. The long wall was decorated with pictures of Cabo. He stepped close when he recognized a black-and-white shot of a young couple. The man held the woman in his arms and carried her into the surf. It was one of the last pictures Isabella had taken of him and Coco.

He could almost taste salt from the ocean on Coco’s lips as the memory of that perfect cloudless day on Lover’s Beach washed over him.

“Come sit with me.” Amado had taken Coco’s hand and pulled her down onto their blanket on the sand. He’d kissed her and swept her damp hair from her face.

“Are you done swimming for the day?” Coco reached into the cooler, plucking two Pacíficos from their icy bath. She popped the tops off with a Bic lighter, then handed him one.

“Quizás.” He took a long pull, stuck the bottle in the sand, and came to his knees. Amado ran a hand through his wet hair and smiled at Coco.

“Are you okay?” she tilted her head.

“Socorro Cortés,” he took both of her hands in his, “I would—”

She rose onto her knees, too. “Amado?”

He took a tiny black box from under the blanket. “¿Te quieres casar conmigo?” A small diamond in a simple setting winked at them when he opened the box.

“¡Sí!” Coco threw her arms around his neck, and they both fell back onto the beach. She kissed him and said, “Yes, I will marry you.”

When she let him up off the sand, Amado placed the ring on her finger and helped her stand.

Isabella laughed. “My tío was sure you would say no.”

“She said yes!” Amado wrapped his arms around his prometida and kissed her. He swept Coco into his arms and carried her toward the bay.

He hadn’t known until a month later, when he was at the airport and ready to board his plane, that Isabella had taken the picture. She’d tried to give him the framed photo as a goodbye gift, but he didn’t want the memory of that day following him to Puerto Vallarta.

Peña touched the photo on Coco’s wall of the two young lovers, then marched from the dining room. When he entered the next room, he spotted a bar and made a beeline for the well-stocked liquor counter.

After searching the selection until he found a bottle of Hornitos, Amado realized that the bar top was his old surfboard. He placed a crystal shot glass on the scarred, shellacked board and poured tequila to the rim. He tossed down the shot, poured another, and ran a hand across the board. When he reached the tail, he looked underneath and touched the fin where Coco had signed her name as La Futura Señora Peña.

Amado rounded the bar and took in the stools, each featuring a round seat cut from Coco’s old board. She’d captured the best parts, and he sat on a stool with a purple dragonfly, her favorite symbol. He lifted his glass in a toast. “You can take the surfer girl and make her a detective, but you cannot take the surfer out of the girl.”

“I knew you would find the tequila on your own,” Coco’s voice echoed behind him.

Amado tipped his glass and took a sip. Coco walked around the bar and stood in front of him. She looked beautiful in a white blouse and black pants. She had pulled her long, dark hair into a bun at the nape of her neck. And though she wore minimal makeup, her dark brown eyes dominated her lovely face.

Coco opened a bottle of water and took a drink. “I know you are to stick to a soft diet for at least another week, but I do not think tequila is the sustenance you need.”

“Are you ready to leave?” Amado finished the shot, then headed toward the bedroom he’d stayed in.

“Amado.” Coco followed him. “We might as well be civil since you are staying here, and we will both need to help Bella.”

He grabbed his phone off the nightstand where he’d placed the framed picture of him and Jade. She’d given him the photo just before he left for Cabo.

“I will find somewhere else to stay after we meet with my sobrina.” He pulled his T-shirt over his head and donned a black linen button-down.

Amado saw a look of longing in Coco’s eyes as he fastened the buttons. Without a word, he pushed past her into the hallway and headed toward her garage.

He might have to work on his niece’s case with his ex-fiancée. But he didn’t have to stay in her house. Stay close enough to smell her citrusy perfume. Stay within arm’s length without being able to touch her.
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Alida balanced a shopping bag on top of a box of pastries. She punched in the security code at her new call center.

When cameras had picked up an image of Carlos Morales trying to break into her old rundown building a couple of times, Alida was furious. She’d hid in the shadows for a few nights and followed him after he’d tried to gain entry a third time.

She’d trailed him to The Crazy Lobster, near the marina. Alida waited behind a couple who couldn’t keep their hands off each other. When a hostess greeted him, he said, “Carlos Morales, reservation for two.”

Aldia had stepped away from the restaurant before the hostess was back to greet the next couple. Sequestered away in the rundown building, she’d searched the internet for an hour, learning as much as she could about Carlos Morales. Her efforts had produced nothing significant until she found a podcast called Border Watch. Alida listened to a few episodes. When Morales’s baritone voice announced the title of the next piece, “Custom Border Patrol Scam,” she’d spit white wine across her desk.

After hearing Morales describe her call scamming scheme to a tee, she knew she’d have to dispatch with the podcaster and move her enterprise to a new facility.

The new location, a rented house, was perfect since it was owned by a woman who was almost as paranoid as Alida. Cameras rimmed the outside roofline, and a state-of-the-art security system had been installed. The cream-colored stucco home also sat at the end of a dead-end street next to a collection of cell towers. Another bonus was a large master suite on the top floor, which Alida had claimed for herself.

“Buenos días,” Antonio Ruiz greeted her.

“Morning.” Despite living in México for almost six months, Alida hadn’t bothered to learn Spanish. And she had no plans to do so.

“I have new workers coming in an hour.” Antonio turned his attention back to his laptop.

“And they all speak English?” Alida set the bag of accouterments on the credenza that served as a coffee bar. She placed the box next to the coffee machine and lifted the lid.

“Sí.” Antonio nodded. He wore a tan linen shirt and black khakis, suitable for his role as office manager.

Alida looked around. What had once been a living room was now filled with small desks and chairs. Everything was ready for a new crew to make Saturday morning calls to unsuspecting marks. Each station had a stack of notepads, a cup with pens, and ten burner phones. When she’d opened her first call center, Alida had done all the heavy lifting required to obtain the numbers she used to call individuals, but that task now fell to Antonio. He was also responsible for training staff and purchasing the necessary equipment and software to run the office.

“Jefa.” Antonio stood and walked toward her, a look of chagrin on his face when she glared at him.

“Antonio.” Alida faced him, hands on hips. “I don’t mind if you call me Boss, as long as you use English.”

“My apologies, Boss.” Antonio ran a hand across the top of his short, dark hair. “I received a fresh list of names and numbers from the dark web. I will have the workers practice making calls today.”

“Good.” Alida perused the assortment of pastries, selecting a chocolate concha roll. “And you have the script ready?”

“Sí.” Antonio blushed, then said, “Yes.” He handed her a sheet of paper. “Would you like to review the script?”

“Sure.” She glanced at the paper and scanned the script they’d worked on together.


“Mr. or Mrs. ‘Name,’ this is Agent ‘name you were assigned’

From US Customs and Border Protection. I’m calling to tell you

we have intercepted a package mailed to your home address.

instruction: Allow the target to ask questions before continuing.

“The package contained drugs and cash, and I’m afraid we’re going

to need to check your bank account for suspicious activity. Can you

confirm the account number for your ‘name of bank’? I’ll also

need you to confirm your social security number.”

instruction: Allow the target to ask questions before continuing.

“Sir or Ma’am, if you do not cooperate, we will have to issue a

warrant for your arrest.”

instruction: If the target hesitates, give them a fake case number

and your fake badge number. Tell them their information will be

handed over to the local authorities. If they ask for a supervisor, turn

them over to Antonio.

notes: Remember, the call is being recorded. Do not lose your

patience with the target. Your job is to gather as much information

as possible.



Alida looked up to find Antonio watching her.

“It is okay?”

“It’s perfect.” Alida poured coffee into her favorite mug, showing dolphins leaping from the ocean. “Let’s give it a try. We can always tweak the script as we go.” She grabbed a napkin and headed for the dining room. “I’m going to go over the budget.”

She pushed through the swinging half doors she’d had Antonio install to separate the two rooms. Alida was pleased she’d hired Antonio. Meeting him soon after she moved to her new location had been a wonderful coincidence. She set her cup and pastry on her desk. The memory of their initial encounter ran through her mind as she opened her laptop.

“What can I serve you?” Antonio had asked from behind the outdoor bar at Bebidas de Playa.

The quaint taco restaurant sat on the sand near the surf. It was a pleasant evening, with a breeze that carried the salty scent of the sea, ruffling her hair.

“What’s your best whiskey?” Alida asked.

“No whiskey.” Antonio cocked an eyebrow. He held up a finger and ducked inside the small restaurant. “Try this.” He poured her a shot.

Alida held the small glass to her nose, inhaling a hint of oak and vanilla, then took a sip. “Very nice.” She smiled at him.

His smile reached his dark eyes. “Eating?” He held out a menu.

“Yes.” Alida nodded. As she perused the variety of tacos listed on the menu, a surly-looking man appeared next to Antonio. The bartender shrank away as if he expected to be hit.

“I’d like the pork tacos,” Alida said, and the man glanced at her. “Also, can I try another good tequila?”

She held his dark stare, recognizing the look of someone who would rather make money than berate staff in front of a customer.

“Te veré después del trabajo.” The man smiled at Alida and then returned to the restaurant. A familiar sense of revulsion raised the hair at the nape of her neck.

Antonio set another shot before her, but his cheerful demeanor was gone. He began rinsing dishes and placing them in a large dishwasher rack.

“What does your boss want?” Alida sipped tequila and met Antonio’s wary stare.

“To talk after work.” He rinsed a sink full of clean glasses and stacked them onto a towel.

“What’s your name?” Alida asked as a young woman in a dirty apron delivered her tacos.

“Antonio.” He placed silverware and a napkin next to her plate.

“Nice to meet you, Antonio.” She extended her hand. “What time are you off?”

Antonio hesitated. “A las siete.” He grasped her hand for a quick shake. “At seven.”

Alida noticed a scar between his thumb and forefinger. Though she couldn’t know for sure, she assumed he’d had a gang or cartel tattoo removed from his hand.

She ate the spicy tacos, watching Antonio make margaritas for an already-drunk young couple. She didn’t care for the second tequila, but drank the shot anyway. She waved at Antonio.

“Would you like more?” He pointed to her empty shot glasses.

“No.” She pushed her plate forward. “Everything was perfect. What is the name of the first tequila?”

“Patrón Anjeo.” He showed her the bottle and laid a bill on the bar.

Alida looked at the paltry amount she owed for her meal and drinks. She placed a twenty-dollar bill next to the empty plate. When Antonio reached to pick up the cash, she touched his hand, and he looked at her.

She handed him another twenty. “Meet me at the Monkey Cave Bar after your shift.”

The ringing doorbell caused the memory to evaporate. Alida focused on the chatter coming from the converted living room. Antonio greeted everyone by their first name. He offered them coffee and pastries, then instructed them to sit until it was time to begin.

When you’re constantly on the run, it’s easy to recognize the same flight instinct in others. Alida had offered Antonio a job and never asked what he was trying to escape because it didn’t matter. What mattered was that her office manager had his own demons, which would keep him from being concerned about hers.
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Coco’s cheeks burned hot as she led the way to the garage. Amado followed, texting someone. She knew he blamed her for the end of their relationship. Still, now that they’d been brought together due to Isabella’s predicament, she’d hoped they might be able to start over. When an image of Amado and Jade Mendoza frolicking between the sheets flashed in her mind, her cheeks grew hotter.

She punched a code into the alarm panel, opened the door, and entered the garage. Amado walked past her to stand between her two vehicles. A spicy scent enveloped her, but she didn’t recognize the cologne.

“I am guessing your driving has not improved in the last three years,” he pointed at the dark blue Porsche 911, “so I am not riding in that death trap.”

Without replying, Coco opened the driver’s door of her gray Jeep Rubicon and climbed behind the wheel. She pushed the garage door button on the panel above her head and took her black sunglasses from their compartment. Amado sat in the passenger seat, secured his seatbelt, and slid on his aviator sunglasses. Placing the shades on her head, she backed out of the garage. Another button push lowered the door, and she headed down the side street that led from the Pedregal district toward the ocean.

Coco lowered the sunglasses into place to combat the bright afternoon sun and glanced at Amado. She could still remember the coconut flavor on his lips from the last time he kissed her, and how much she loved running her fingers through his dark, curly hair.

He stared out his open window, the sweet scent of oleander flowing into the Jeep, and she wondered what memories might be running through his mind. Did he recall their childhood roaming the cobblestone streets? Did he think about picnicking in the open fields while enjoying the spectacular views of the bay? Did he remember their first time making love close to the edge of a cliff with the pounding surf serenading them from below?

“Do you know this abogado?” He looked at her, his Aviator shades concealing his dark eyes.

“I have worked with him before.” She slowed for a sharp corner. “He is an excellent defense attorney.”

“Is the suitcase the only evidence linking Bella to the body?” Amado’s phone pinged, and he checked the screen.

“One of the officers coming to Cabo?” Coco asked, hoping to avoid answering his question.

Bella hadn’t said she was sleeping with Carlos. But Coco assumed she’d had sex with him before he was killed, leaving behind biologicals.

“They will be here Monday afternoon.” He finished his text, then pushed his aviator sunglasses to the top of his head. “You did not answer my question.”

“You have been policía for six years, so I know you have already been through the list of possible evidence in your mind.” Coco cut her eyes to him and thought she saw another glimpse of the boy she’d fallen in love with.

They reached the highway that would take them to the station, and Amado turned his attention to the scenery beyond the window.

“I can recommend a hotel near the marina.” Coco jumped on the brakes when traffic came to an abrupt halt.

“¡Mierda!” Amado braced himself against the dashboard. “I knew your driving did not improve.”

“There is nothing wrong with my driving!” Coco hit the horn. “You are what is wrong! I should have helped Bella myself—and never told you about your niece’s situation.”

“I am what is wrong?” Amado yelled. “That is rich coming from you!”

Coco yanked the steering wheel and ran the Jeep up onto a sidewalk. Cutting across a side street, she stopped in a dirt lot. She jammed the gear lever into park and climbed out. Amado had exited on his side and raced around the back of the Jeep.

Coco slapped him across the face, the top buttons of her blouse popping open.

Amado stumbled back a step. “¡Perra!”

“Bitch?” Coco reloaded for another slap, but he caught her wrist before she could make contact.

“Do not hit me again.” Amado glared at her, then let go of her wrist.

“I have been nothing but polite since I stepped into your hospital room in Puerto Vallarta.” Coco headed back to the driver’s door. “You are just pissed because you had to give up a piece of ass to come to the aid of your niece!”

“Do not,” Amado grabbed her arm again, spinning her around, “speak about Jade that way.”

Coco jerked her arm free and jammed her hands onto her hips. “How about if we do not speak to each other at all?”

She wrenched the door open, climbed in, and cranked the engine. The Jeep spewed dirt and gravel as she sped away, leaving Amado Peña watching her through a cloud of dust.
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Peña took a cab to the station. By the time he arrived, his anger had dissipated, but an old wound had been reopened. Even though three years had passed since Socorro Cortés let him board a plane to Puerto Vallarta alone, he still felt the pain of her abandonment as if it were yesterday.

He’d lied to Coco about the text he received, which had been from Jade. She said Ortiz had been successful in having Mark Roberts charged with his wife’s murder despite being unable to find her body. Jade had ended with the news that she and Ortiz were headed to Zihuatanejo on Monday. Amado wondered what might have happened between him and Jade if they’d been able to stay in Puerto Vallarta.

The cab stopped at the curb in front of the station. Peña hopped out and paid the fare. The driver had given him a bottle of water, so he added a generous tip. Peña walked through the station’s plain lobby to a counter and pressed a buzzer.

“¿Teniente Peña?” a voice said behind him.

He turned and nodded at a young officer. “Sí.”

“Por favor, sígueme.” He headed for a door, held it open for Peña, then continued down the hallway.

Peña followed him until he stopped at a closed door and knocked. The door opened, and the officer motioned for Amado to enter. When he stepped inside, Bella ran into his arms, her familiar jasmine perfume wafting over him.

“Tío, thank you for coming to save me!”

She looked disheveled in a wrinkled coral-colored blouse and tan skirt. Amado could tell she’d been crying.

A tall Hispanic man, dressed in a brown linen suit, stood and extended his hand. “Alejandro Ortega. El abogado de Señorita Fuentes.”

“Amado Peña.” He shook the attorney’s hand.

Coco sat at the table with her arms crossed and a scowl on her face. Bella sat beside Coco, and Alejandro resumed his seat across from her. Amado sat opposite Coco.

“I was just telling Detective Cortés and Isabella that I believe a judge will release her on bail, given the limited evidence the policía have.”

“Is the suitcase all they have?” Peña asked Ortega. He glanced at Coco, but she avoided his stare.

“For now.” Alejandro checked his notes. “The suitcase appears to have been wiped clean. There was a trace of the victim’s DNA, but the only thing linking the suitcase to Isabella is the attached nameplate.”

“I let Carlos borrow the luggage.” Bella began to cry, and Coco put her arm around her shoulders. “I thought we were going to visit his parents in California.”

“Isabella,” Amado reached for her hand, “do not cry.”

“Tío, please speak with someone and ask if I can go home with you.” She pulled his hand toward her, causing Coco to raise her dark eyes to his.

Peña held Coco’s stare for a beat, then looked at Bella. “Detective Cortés would be the better person to ask about your release.”

“Detective Cortés,” Alejandro said. “Do you think you can get approval for Isabella to be released into your custody?”

“Maybe.” Coco continued, “Captain Rivera will let her stay with me if she wears an ankle monitor?”

“I know bond has not been set,” Alejandro said, “but you could also offer something as collateral.”

“I can sign over my villa if that helps,” Bella added.

When Coco stood, Peña also came to his feet. She glared at him. “I will go alone to see if Captain Rivera is here and if he will entertain our proposal.”

Amado frowned at Coco, but didn’t attempt to follow her from the room. He rounded the table and sat down next to his niece. “Isabella, where were you that Coco could not find you?”

“I already told her,” Bella started to cry again. “Carlos and I fought about my helping him with his podcast.” Alejandro handed her a white handkerchief. “He—he said I could not go with him because it was too dangerous.” She shook her head. “I suggested we call Coco to see if she could help us with research.” A wave of sobs stole her words, and Amado drew her into his arms.

“You do not have to continue, sobrina.” He stroked her wavy dark hair.

“I want to,” Bella said, sitting taller. “He took my phone and smashed it so I could not call anyone.” She blew her nose and mopped tears from her face. “I took a cab and checked into the San Jose del Cabo Hilton.” She blushed. “It is our ... getaway hotel, and I thought he would come looking for me there.”

The door opened, and Coco walked in, followed by an older man. He wore blue pants and a white, long-sleeved shirt. Badges of his rank were sewn onto the shirt.

“Captain Rivera, this is my friend, Isabella Fuentes.” Coco looked at the abogado. “Her attorney, Alejandro Ortega, and her uncle, Teniente Amado Peña from Puerto Vallarta.”

“Buenas tardes,” Captain Rivera said. “Detective Cortés has explained your situation, Señorita Fuentes. I am comfortable releasing you into the custody of Detective Cortés and your uncle.” He waved forward an officer who’d been standing in the hall. “You must wear an ankle monitor until you can be arraigned on Monday.” He looked from Coco to Peña and continued, “And I expect one of you to always be with her. ¿Entienden?

“Sí, Capitán.” Coco and Peña chimed, and Coco added, “Understood.”

“Once the monitor is in place, you can sign for your belongings and leave.” Captain Rivera headed for the door, then turned and looked directly at Isabella. “Señorita Fuentes, do not make me regret this decision.” He gave a slight nod, then exited the room.

As the ankle monitor was secured around Bella’s ankle, Alejandro said, “It is encouraging that the captain has released you.” He gathered his notes and stuffed them into a briefcase. “It may mean he does not think you should have been arrested in the first place.”

Peña waited as Bella collected her things. Coco thanked Alejandro, and then the trio made their way to Coco’s Jeep.

“The ankle bracelet is heavy,” Bella whined.

“Isabella Fuentes, I swear if you complain about the damn monitor, I am going to return you to jail.” Coco beeped the door locks open.

“Do not be cross with Bella because you are angry at me,” Amado barked.

“Did you find a hotel?” Coco sat behind the wheel.

“You heard Captain Rivera ...” He opened the back passenger door for his niece and helped her into her seat. “We are to be with Bella at all times.” He glared at Coco as he climbed inside the Jeep.

“You two want to tell me what the hell is going on?” Bella leaned between their seats.

“No!” The ex-lovers said in unison.

Coco pulled out of the parking lot and merged into heavy afternoon traffic. His phone dinged, and he smiled.

Jade: Nacho and his family arrive Tuesday

Amado: Copio

Jade: Hope things are going well with Bella ... and Coco

He wanted to frown at the text but smiled instead. Coco must have told Ortiz about their past, and he had shared their story with Jade. Amado wanted to tell her he and Socorro Cortés were just old friends, but he knew Jade wouldn’t believe him.

Amado: Todo es bien. Bella is on house arrest at Coco’s

Jade: Copy. Please keep us posted

“Text from your young amante?” Coco swerved around a city bus.

“Sí.” Amado resisted the urge to palm the dash.

“Lover?” Bella tapped him on the shoulder. “You did not tell me you are seeing someone.”

Coco tailgated a cab and then darted around the car, almost colliding with a van. “Your tío is dating someone younger than you.”

“Jesus, Coco!” Peña finally grabbed the support bar above his window. “I am only three years older than Bella and two years older than you.”

“How much younger?” Bella asked.

“¡Ya basta!” Amado yelled. “My love life is no one’s business.”

“Sorry, Tío.” Bella leaned back in her seat.

Amado waited for Coco to apologize, though he knew an apology wasn’t coming. She hadn’t apologized when she decided to stay in Cabo. She didn’t say she was sorry for not joining him in Puerto Vallarta. And there’d been no note expressing her regret when she’d mailed him her engagement ring.
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Antonio said goodbye to the last worker. Without being told, he began to tidy the twelve desks their calling crew had used as they spent the day practicing the script.

Alida leaned against the credenza, sipping a shot of Patrón Anjeo, and watched Antonio. She hadn’t noticed before how fit he was. And though he downplayed his looks, he had striking features: short, dark, wavy hair and intense brown eyes.

She knew better than to bed her office manager, but there was something about Antonio that stoked her long-dormant desires. Her cheeks warmed, and she finished her shot, turning back to the credenza. She licked the oaky, vanilla residue from her lips.

“Boss?” Antonio touched her shoulder.

“Sorry, what?” She blinked to clear the mental image of them writhing between the sheets.

“I am finished for the day,” Antonio smiled, “unless you need something further.”

She wanted to say, “God, yes, I need something from you,” and then drag him upstairs to her bedroom.

“No.” Alida shook her head. “Thank you, Antonio.”

“I believe all twelve workers will serve us well.” He beamed.

“Good to hear.” She nodded. “I’m working on some other ideas, which might be good alternatives to the customs scam if we need to switch.”

“Bueno.” His cheeks colored. “Good. Let me know if you need help with the script.”

“Do you have dinner plans?” Alida tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Not dinner, fútbol practice.” Antonio’s brow creased. “I can cancel if you want to work late.”

“No, no.” Alida felt her cheeks color again. “Don’t miss practice. We can talk on Monday.”

“If you do not have plans tomorrow afternoon,” Antonio shouldered his messenger bag, “we have a game at one.”

“Write down the location, and I’ll try to stop by.”

Antonio jotted a quick note, then handed her the slip of paper. “Have a good night, Boss.” He flashed a smile, then exited the office.

Alida finished her shot and walked into the kitchen. She had groceries to make a grilled chicken Caesar salad, but that’s not what she hungered for.

Though she knew it was a bad idea, she wanted to get laid and burn off her deluded desire for Antonio. Alida selected a sexy black dress that hugged her figure. She added bloodred lipstick and picked up the freesia perfume she’d found at Parisio Mall, spritzing it between her breasts. Her place was close to Cabo Wabo, and she knew they had a band on Saturday nights. After grabbing her purse, phone, and house keys, she stepped outside. The evening air that greeted her was pleasantly warm.

As she waited for her Uber, Alida checked her cash. She didn’t like paying with a card since some bars padded the bill. Of course, she didn’t intend to stay and drink all night. Her goal was to find someone who, like her, was seeking a satisfying encounter, and then return home.

Alida also checked to see if her taser was at the bottom of her oversized handbag. Scratching an itch was one thing, but falling victim to an overzealous male wasn’t part of her plan.
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When they returned to Coco’s house with Isabella, Amado stalked off to his room and slammed the door. Bella claimed exhaustion from her prison ordeal and sequestered herself in another guest bedroom. Coco disappeared into her suite and changed into cotton shorts and a pink V-neck T-shirt.

Now, left alone with her thoughts, she downed a shot of Cabo Wabo tequila, then made herself a margarita. She was glad Captain Rivera had released Bella into their custody. While she hunted for Carlos’s killer, she wanted to know her best friend was safe.

Sipping her margarita, Coco stirred the chicken taco soup she’d made, a spicy aroma filling the kitchen. She welcomed the burst of lime from her drink and began to relax. It had been a long, frustrating day, and she was drained.

The soup would be good for Amado. On his restricted diet, he could have the broth and softened cheese. She hoped he would be up to sharing ideas on how to proceed with the murder case. The scam-calling crew that was impersonating Customs and Border Patrol agents was still her investigation. If she and Peña worked together, though, she felt she could manage both investigations.

She placed crumbled queso fresco at the bottom of a bowl, added the piping-hot soup, and then sprinkled tortilla strips on top. Settled at the nook table, she shook her hair free of the tight bun. Coco looked out the bay window across the top of Mt. Solmar, where the Sea of Cortés met the Pacific Ocean. She loved that she could see both bodies of water, including Médano Bay, which was to the left of the rocky mountain. She especially enjoyed watching the nightly sunsets into the Pacific, and tonight, the setting sun sparked diamonds across the darkening waters.

Her phone screen lit up with a picture of someone at her door. When he turned and smiled for the small camera, her cheeks bloomed red.

“Coco, sé que estás en casa.” Javier Pérez knuckle-rapped the door. “Come, let me in.”

She rolled her eyes and made her way to the front door.

“What do you want?” Coco faced Javier, hands on hips.

“We need to talk about our cases.” He pushed past her and headed for the bar.

“Maldita sea, Javier.” She marched after him. “You cannot just invite yourself into my home anymore.”

“I would not have to if you would take my calls, Cariña.” Javier poured himself a shot of tequila, then walked past her to the kitchen. “You made my favorite soup.”

“No, really, help yourself.” Coco plopped back into her chair and drank half her margarita.

Javier looked handsome in tan linen pants and a cream-colored button-down shirt. He carried his shot and bowl of soup to the table, sitting in the chair beside her. He stared at the view she’d been enjoying before he interrupted her evening. After a couple of spoonfuls, he smiled at her.

“The soup is as delicious as I remember. Just the right amount of garlic.” He pointed at her bowl with his spoon. “Why are you not eating?”

“Lost my appetite.” She pushed her bowl away. “Say what you came to say so you can leave.”

“Coco,” he sipped some tequila, “you and I were good together.” Javier covered her hand with his. “Maybe if we work as a team, we will find each other again.”

“All I will find if you and I are together again,” Coco said, finishing her margarita and standing, “is you in bed with another woman.”

“Cariña,” he grabbed her arm and stood, “I did not know you thought we were exclusive. I made a mistake. Perdóname, por favor.”

She looked at his hand on her arm, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. He let go of her arm, wound his hands into her hair, and kissed her.

Coco knew she should resist, slap his face, and demand he leave. But it felt good to be held, and she returned his kiss, a burning need flowing through her veins. Maybe, her little voice mused, you could forgive him for just tonight.

“Lo siento,” Amado said behind her, “I did not know you were ... entertaining.”

Javier grinned, kissed her again, then released her.

Coco turned and faced Amado. She resisted smiling at his frown and the hint of color she saw in his cheeks.

“I am making another margarita.” She walked to the refrigerator and withdrew her homemade lime mix. “Would either of you like a drink?”

“I would like a shot of tequila.” Amado crossed to stand next to her. He looked comfortable in blue board shorts and a white T-shirt. “I have not had Cabo Wabo tequila before.” He placed his hand on the small of her back when he leaned in front of her to pick up the bottle.

“It is good tequila, but I think Hornitos is superior.” Javier headed back to the bar in the living room. “I will bring the bottle, and we can compare.”

Coco looked at Amado, whose dark eyes were narrowed.

“¿Es tu amante?” He tilted his head.

“No,” she shook her head, “we are not lovers—”

“Not anymore, but I am trying to win her back.” Javier winked at her. He held a fifth of Hornitos in one hand and two shot glasses in the other. “Come sit, and we will get acquainted.”

Amado poured a healthy amount of tequila into Coco’s margarita glass, then carried the Cabo Wabo bottle to the table. She added the mix to her glass, turned, and found them sitting across from each other, staring at her. The last thing she wanted to do was sit and drink with them. They both had their arms folded across their chests. For a beat, she considered fleeing to Bella’s and locking herself inside with her bestie.

“Javier Pérez,” Coco set her drink on the table, “this is Teniente Amado Peña from Puerto Vallarta.” She pulled a chair back and sat down. “Amado, Javier is the detective in charge of Carlos Morales’s murder investigation.”

“Isabella is your niece, ¿sí?” Javier poured Hornitos into a glass and slid it toward Amado.

“Sí.” He took a sip. “But she did not kill Morales.”

“We are meeting with the captain on Monday,” Coco cut in, “to see if Amado can work the call scam case with me. He has two officers joining him here, and we plan to put them undercover.”

Javier filled his glass with Cabo Wabo tequila, then raised the shot in a toast. “Here is to the three of us working together.” He clinked Amado’s glass, then Coco’s. “Y a nuevas amistades. ¡Salud!”

Coco took a healthy drink of her margarita and watched the two men from her past down their shots. Even though she was excited about working both cases, she seriously doubted Javier Pérez and Amado Peña would ever be friends.
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Amado had tossed and turned all night, which caused the wound in his side to ache. He managed to sleep for a short while, and he dreamed about the last time he’d made love to Coco. When he lay awake staring at the ceiling, his mind insisted on conjuring up images of Coco and Javier Pérez in bed.

He was starting to think he’d been cursed. First, he’d lost Jade to Eladio; then, he’d been forced to return to Cabo with Coco. And now, Amado wondered if Pérez had been her reason for not coming with him to Puerto Vallarta.

He knew it was early, but he couldn’t lie in bed any longer, letting his mind chase his past down a rabbit hole of crazy. The skin around the bandage on his wound itched, and the gauze strip didn’t show any blood. Hoping the itching was a sign of healing, he slipped on a pair of shorts and padded to the kitchen. Maybe he was just hungry. He lifted Coco’s soup container from the fridge and carried it to the counter. He prepped the coffee maker and waited for the soup to heat on the stove.

“Now, where did she hide the banderillas?” Amado checked the cupboards for the buttery pastries, finally spotting the plastic container tucked behind a box of granola.

“¡Bueno!” He set the rolls on the counter, then carried his meal to the nook table.

Now that he had food in front of him, Amado was suddenly starving. He dipped a banderilla into the savory broth, then took a bite.

“Dios mío,” he took another bite, “tan delicioso.”

“Amado!” Coco grabbed the pastry from his hand. “You’re going to make yourself sick.”

“Jesus!” He shot to his feet. “Give it back!” He reached for the roll.

“No!” Coco held her arm behind her back. “The last thing I need is for you to end up in the hospital.”

“I will end up there from starvation,” Amado rushed her, placing his arm around her waist, and they crashed into the wall, “if you do not let me eat.”

They were both breathing hard, and he hadn’t noticed until now that she was dressed in a lacy tank top and shorts. Her breasts were warm against his bare chest, and he knew she could feel his reaction to being so close to her.

Coco dropped the banderilla and twined her fingers into his hair. Amado ran his hands under her top and held her to him. He kissed her, then moved his lips to her neck. The familiar scent of her plumeria perfume engulfed him. She lowered her hands to his crotch, and he leaned into her touch.

Amado caressed a breast and covered her lips again. Coco reached for the hem of her top and pulled it off. He sucked in air at the sight before him and pulled her close. Being skin on skin with her was almost more than he could bear. He looked into her eyes and saw the same desire he felt.

“Dios mío, you two,” Bella padded into the kitchen, “use a bedroom.” She yawned and poured a cup of coffee.

Coco met Amado’s stare and tried to hold him to her, but he stepped back. He picked up her top and handed it to her. She frowned and slipped on the tank.

“Tu tiempo apesta, Isabella,” Coco huffed.

“You would not have to worry about my timing,” Bella raised an eyebrow, “if you enjoyed my Tío in your opulent suite.” She grinned, then sipped some coffee.

Coco plucked the banderilla from the floor and tossed it into the trash. Amado handed her a cup of coffee, then carried his from the kitchen.

“I am putting on some clothes,” he called over his shoulder, “then we should talk more about what happened before Carlos disappeared.”

“I will get dressed too.” Coco followed him.

Before he could close the door to his room, she stepped inside.

“Amado—”

“Do not say anything.” He held up a hand. “You and I cannot be together.” He pulled on a T-shirt. “And I am sorry for—”

“You are wrong,” Coco swiped tears from her eyes, “and I am not sorry for what just happened.”

“You,” Amado tilted his head, “were just in the arms of your amante, and now you want to be with me?” He shook his head. “I do not want to be part of your triángulo amoroso.”

“Javier is not my lover!” Coco stepped toward him.

“Maybe not now,” Amado shouted, “but I think he is why you did not come to Puerto Vallarta three years ago!”

“What?” She shook her head. “That is not true!”

“Then why did you stay?” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Why did you send me your engagement ring? With no explanation?”

Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she held his stare.

“I want to tell you”—she placed her forehead on his chest—“to make you understand—”

“Coco,” Bella said from the doorway, “your phone is blowing up with texts.”

She raised her eyes to Amado, then turned and took her phone from Bella. She swiped the screen and looked at the texts.

“A body has been found in an alleyway.” Coco headed from his room. “We will leave in fifteen minutes.”

“Tío,” Bella kissed his cheek, “you need to let her tell you why she stayed.” She stepped from his room and followed Coco down the hallway.

One thing being a police officer had taught him was to gather all the facts before forming a conclusion. Logically, Amado knew he should hear Coco’s explanation. Emotionally, he wasn’t sure he wanted to listen. He feared she would say it was because she didn’t love him enough to make the move.
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Alida glanced at the time on her phone. 5:00 am. She closed her eyes and let her evening replay in her mind.

Cabo Wabo had been packed with tourists when she arrived. It didn’t take her long to attract the attention of several males. Being selective was essential to her anonymity. She also didn’t want to spend all night playing games. A satisfying, quick hookup was all she wanted.

She left the bar with Adam around eleven. He checked all the boxes on her list. Confident, but not cocky. Tall and lean, he reminded Alida of a blond beach bum she’d dated when she was younger. As an added bonus, he was staying at the Casa Bella Hotel, which was close to Cabo Wabo. Adam made them scratch margaritas in the small kitchenette of his suite.

“Are you here on vacation?” Adam handed her a margarita.

“Yes.” Alida lied. “Leave on Monday.”

“I’m here until Wednesday.” He sipped from his glass.

“Would you mind if we skipped the small talk?” Alida drank half her margarita, surprised at the hint of orange flavor, then set the glass on the coffee table.

“I hate small talk.” Adam pulled her to him. He kissed her. Setting her hair free from a clip, he ran his fingers through the white strands. His light blue eyes probed hers as he began to lower the zipper on the back of her dress.

“Let’s turn off the lights.” She might not be giving Adam enough credit, but she couldn’t know for sure that her scars wouldn’t repulse him.

“Good idea.” Adam unbuttoned his short-sleeved shirt. “Okay to leave the balcony doors open? I like the fresh ocean air.”

“Perfect.”

Their two hours together had been a mutual effort to achieve satisfaction. Adam was experienced and put Alida’s pleasure before his own. He also seemed unaffected by her scars. When he’d asked to see her again, she lied, saying that she already had plans with friends on her last night in Cabo.

When she left Adam’s hotel, she walked a block before hailing a cab. Her perfect night shifted when she saw a wiry Mexican dragging a young woman across the street. She could tell the girl was either drunk or drugged—or both. And the fact that all she wore was a yellow bikini was a huge red flag for Alida.

She waved off her cab and instead followed the man and young woman. Her instincts told her this guy had ill intentions. They rounded a corner, and Alida slowed down. When she turned the corner, he blindsided her with a fist to the side of her face. She rocked back on her heels and held up her hands.

“What the fuck, man?” Alida touched her bloody lip.

“Why you following me, bitch?” He held up his hand like he planned to hit her again.

“I’m not,” she reached into her purse, “I think I’m lost.”

Her assailant took a step back. “Where you trying to go?”

“Casa Bella Hotel.” Alida pointed at the young woman. “Is your girlfriend okay?”

He cut his eyes to the woman. “She is fine. Turn around. Go back a block, turn right. The hotel is at end of block.”

“Okay, thanks.” Alida nodded.

Before he could grab the woman and walk away, Alida tased him. The barbs penetrated his black T-shirt, piercing his skin and delivering fifty thousand volts to his body. He jerked and spasmed, falling to the sidewalk. Alida smiled at the look of pain in his eyes. She kicked him across the face, and he passed out. The young woman screamed.

“Do me a favor,” Alida said as she bent to zip-tie the man’s hands behind his back. “Be quiet.”

After securing his ankles, she turned her attention to the frightened woman who leaned against a building, crying. So far, no one had discovered them on the dark side street.

“Are you high or drunk?” Alida studied her face.

“I-I was drunk.” The rank smell of alcohol rode out on her breath. “Now I’m just cold.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

“Where are you staying?” Alida proceeded to drag her unconscious captive to a narrow space between the buildings.

“The Rosé. I got separated from my friends on the beach.”

“Come on,” Alida took her by the arm, “I’ll put you in a cab back to your hotel.”

“Thank you.” The young woman hugged her.

“You can thank me by being more careful.”

Alida flagged down a cab, handed the woman forty bucks, then disappeared before the driver could get a good look at her.

She spent the next hour dealing with her captive. He was disoriented when she got back to the building. She used a choke hold to render him unconscious again. Luckily for her, he wasn’t huge, so she could drag him deeper into the shadows.

Alida wished she could’ve taken her time and killed him slowly, but enjoying her usual process wasn’t an option.

She opened her eyes, sending the memories from the night scuttling back to the shadows. The lightening sky through her bedroom window told her the sun would be up soon. Alida had nowhere to be, so she pulled the comforter over her head. She smiled as she remembered her captive’s last words.

“¡Por favor, por favor, no me mates!”

She assumed he was begging her not to kill him, but as always, she ignored the bastard’s pleading. She didn’t know what he’d done, but Alida was confident she’d removed another evil abuser from the earth.
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Before they left, Bella had begged Coco to let her friend, Marisol, bring her some things from her house. The conversation ended with Coco calling Bella a spoiled brat. To which Bella replied, “Better than being a controlling bitch.”

Amado had finally stepped in and brokered peace between the two friends. He promised Bella that he would take her to her place sometime today.

“You were right to insist Bella not have visitors when we are gone.” Amado stared straight ahead. “Do you think Captain Rivera will be upset that we left her alone while we meet with him?”

“No.” Coco shook her head. “I do not think she is in any danger,” she slowed for a corner, “we will not be gone long, but she makes bad choices sometimes, and I was afraid she might leave my house with Marisol.”

“Why were you requested for this murder investigation?” His gaze was still directed out the windshield.

Coco didn’t answer, but thought Amado’s chosen attire suggested he was jealous of Javier. He’d swapped out his usual white T-shirt and jeans for a blue polo and chinos. He’d also shaved.

“I will not know until I arrive.” Coco lied. She assumed she’d been requested because Javier had been assigned the case.

Amado turned toward her, his dark eyes hidden by sunglasses. “It is because this is your lover’s case, ¿sí?”

“Look, Amado.” She turned the steering wheel when an officer waved her into a parking lot. “If you are not willing to talk about what happened between us,” she reached across him, opened the glove box, and retrieved her Sig Sauer, “then I would appreciate you keeping your comments about my personal life to yourself.”
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