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“A KETTLE OF THRILLS!”


 


DRAGNET MEETS SILENCE OF THE LAMBS ON THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER NEAR TUCSON, ARIZONA.


 


Nate Duarte’s life is full of dark, diabolical twists. As a young boy he witnessed the murder of his mother at the hands of a Mexican gangster. Nate knows this same violent desperado also murdered his father, a border patrol agent. Putting on hold his dream of studying law, Nate becomes a police officer to help bring his parents’ murderer to justice.


 


In this introductory novel in the Border Noir Trilogy readers are introduced to Nate as a 31-year-old detective, working the Sex Crimes Division of the Tucson Police Department. Dealing daily with the most horrendous abuse and defilement mankind can handout, Nate must do battle with a fiendish killer, a psychopath who wants to become the worst ghoul humanity has ever seen. Nate also keeps a running chronicle on his personal nemesis, the man who killed his parents, now head of the Sonoran cartel.


 


Time is running out. Five women have been kidnapped and tortured. Can Nate find a way to stop the brutality before they all die? Is one of the missing women Nate’s half-sister? His mettle and valor meet up with assaults, physical and psychological, as he leads the charge to destroy this evil once and for all in a battle to survive the worst odds possible.


 


“Fascinating tale set in Arizona, this fast-paced mystery is rife with intrigue and suspense. A gritty and relevant roller coaster of a ride. Author Sadler's fresh voice is sure to enthrall.”—Deborah J Ledford, Award-Winning author of Snare, Staccato, Crescendo & Causing Chaos.


 


“Vengeance is a slow burn for Detective Nate Duarte. In the first of author Mark Sadler’s Border Noir Series, Duarte uncovers an uncanny link between the sudden disappearance of young women in the Tucson area and the murder of his parents he witnessed as a child. A tale of two lives, so psychologically thrilling and action packed that readers will be turning the pages, unsure of the outcome to the very end.”—Nancy Cole Silverman, author of Shadow of Doubt and Beyond a Doubt.


 


“Sadler slices open the dark underbelly of Arizona, and draws you into a visceral world of seedy criminals and murderous predators with unnerving ease....”—Peter Mark May, author of AZ: Anno Zombie.


 


“Like a sidewinder, the tension rattles and you're never sure when it's going to strike.”—Hart Johnson, Author of a Shot in the Light .


 


“A gritty crime thriller with authentic Southwest flair. Captivating, suspenseful, brilliant writing with accurate detail. You'll forget you're reading."—Bradley Nickell, Lifelong Cop and Author of Repeat Offender; Sin City's Most Prolific Criminal and the Cop Who Caught Him.


 


"An dangerous desert comes alive under Sadler's descriptive hand in this riveting page-turner; A fast-paced story where international politics, deviant behavior, and one seriously deranged killer meet in a hot, hostile desert; the wicked underbelly of a desert city unfolds in breathless fashion in this taut thriller."—Laurie Stevens, author of the award winning Gabriel McRay psychological suspense series.


 


“A sex crimes cop obsessed with the drug cartel enforcer who murdered his parents. A prostitute with no idea why Detective-Inspector Nathaniel Duarte is her guardian angel. A serial killer who murders his female victims in the most fiendish way imaginable. A nun who holds the key to unlocking the secrets of Duarte's past. These are only a few of the spicy ingredients Sadler has stirred into Kettle of Vulture, his new novel set in what the author describes as the sordid underbelly of Tucson, Arizona. Sadler takes the reader on a wild ride that ranges from the Mexican border to the creepy desert community of Three Points. Duarte must put aside his investigation of his own murky origins to solve a missing women case and finds himself in a race to prevent more hideous deaths at the hands of the most fiendish killer since Hannibal Lecter.”—Paul Kemprecos, author of Grey Lady, Aristotle “Soc” Socarides Vol 7.


 


"Sadler's descriptions pull you in, and once you're there you won't want to leave. His characters are so alive you can reach out and touch them. You really don't want to miss this amazing book."—MaryAnn Carman, author of The Creek .


 


Police detective, Nate Duarte, seeks justice — or is it revenge — for the death of his parents at the hands of a notorious Mexican cartel leader. But first, he must investigate a disturbing string of disappearances of young women in the Tucson area. Author Mark Sadler weaves these tales, offering surprising connections, and with a deft hand, takes you into the mind of a brutal serial killer in a twisty thriller set in the stunning yet savage Sonoran Desert.—Anne A. Wilson, author of Hover.



“...a powerful protagonist ... and truly horrific bad guys ... If you like gritty, raw, explicit thrillers you'll love this book."—Anderson Atlas, author of The 6th Horseman.


 


“This book is a kettle of thrills! Full of twists, intrigue, and non-stop action, KETTLE OF VULTURES is satisfying from beginning to end. Readers are in excellent hands with Mark Sadler at the keyboard.”— Brad Parks, Shamus, Nero and Lefty Award-winning author of THE PLAYER.
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[image: Image]Sadler arrived in America as an international student from England in the spring of 1975 to pursue a degree in broadcast journalism with the hopes of being the next Walter Cronkite; however, his writing career was side-tracked by life.


Settling in Oklahoma City, with a family that included two small boys, writing took a back seat to earning a living. From grinding metal to make steel girders on the factory floor to the retail sales floor at a furniture store, from employment counselor to bill collector, Sadler discovered a permanent position in the debt collection industry that has led to a career spanning over thirty years.  It has remained the one constant in the soap opera of his life.


Taking a position at OKC Sports Fan Forum as America hosted the World Cup in 1994, his coverage of the progression of soccer in Oklahoma led him to be published in The Black Chronicle. In 2007 he moved to Tucson and decided it was time to write a novel. Blood on His Hands was the result. He has gone on to be published in Tucson’s Daily Star, and is a regular contributor to Suspense Magazine.


The idea for a trilogy, featuring Tucson police detective, Nate Duarte took seed three years ago and has continued to ferment and here is the first in the series, Kettle of Vultures.


See what Mark Sadler is working on now at his website:


http://markpsadler.com/




Historical Note


Inspired by actual events, Kettle of Vultures  is the result of the author’s imagination based on the premise that José Napoleón Duarte, President of El Salvador in the 1980s, had a cousin who worked as his secretary. Although set in city of Tucson, the characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
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Prologue






MARCH 25 1972


 As the flames consumed the city, Consuela felt her whole world was burning. Embers flickered and glowed in the night, illuminating the valley behind her. The emergency sirens had long since ceased wailing and the bombing in San Salvador appeared to have come to an end. The air was hard to breathe, filled with drifting smoke and fumes. Ash fell like errant gray snowflakes and the stench of damp, scorched wood carried on the wind. Fires glowed halfway up El Picacho, the mountain looming over the valley, looking as if hot lava poured down its sides for the first time since 1917.


Crouched in the shadows of a well-trimmed hedgerow, the city far below her, Consuela Duarte watched from across the street as a black Buick pulled up in front of the home of the Venezuelan diplomat, Gonzalo Espina. Napo had described the house to her so she would recognize it. Five shapely poplars stood at attention, behind the wrought iron fence. A gleaming brass name plate on the brick gatepost glinted under the yellowing light from the street lamps.


Three men poured out of the car. Barely discernible in the fading light they ran up the steps of the stately home and pounded on the front doors. A fourth, the driver, stayed behind the wheel of the vehicle, watching. When the house doors opened, one of the men yelled, “Policia!” They burst in, pushing past the white-jacketed servant at the entrance.


Although she could not hear what they said, voices were raised in anger. She watched as a figure, dressed in gown and pajamas, was dragged from the residence and pushed down the steps. The man collapsed in a heap on the ground, wrists handcuffed behind his back. The black-clad police officers kicked at his prone body and rained down several blows on him from their rifle butts. They bent to pick him up and drag him to the car. The driver met them and opened the passenger door. The other officers tossed the unconscious figure into the back seat. Through the misty rain that glistened in her hair and dripped from her eyelashes and earlobes, Consuela saw the man’s face illuminated in the lamp light. She brought her hand to her mouth to stop a loud gasp from escaping. The face creased in pain, the dark curls draped over the forehead, belonged to her cousin, Napo. They pushed him onto the floorboards of the car and she watched helplessly as they drove away.


 Cousin Napo, José Napoleón Duarte, head of the UNO — an El Salvadorian political party — had sent word to her earlier in the afternoon to meet him at the home of their friend, Gonzalo Espina. The results of yesterday’s general election were finally being reported after the government had suppressed all radio broadcasts of the vote count. Colonel Arturo Armando Molina, the handpicked successor in the position party, the PCN, had been declared the winner. Duarte and his party officials suspected the vote had been rigged. Although the military backed the PCN, there were enough disgruntled army officers to lead a coup d’état against Molina. Their leader, Colonel Benjamin Mejia, had approached Duarte. After spending several hours in Mejia’s office Duarte had made a national radio broadcast announcement asking his followers to side with the rebels. As the news of Duarte’s intent filtered back to the government, troops were ordered to begin harassing, and where necessary arresting, his family and followers.


Opposing forces rampaged through the streets leaving the city pockmarked with bullet holes; shells scattered under the citizen’s feet throughout the cobblestoned streets. Fires left a scorched scar throughout the government buildings downtown. Once the broadcast hit the airwaves, Duarte had secretly taken refuge at the home of his friend, Ambassador Espina, and sent for her. Duarte trusted Consuela, his second cousin as well as his personal secretary.


“Molina’s secret police will be watching, so be careful,” he had said on the phone. “Be sure you’re not being followed. At dusk, come around to the back of the house. I will leave the gate unlatched. The staff will be expecting you.”


Napo’s wife Maria, and their children, had already flown to Venezuela. Too late for him to get away; now too late for Consuela to help him. Shivering against the February evening chill, she looked upon his monogrammed handkerchief laying in the street, wilting in the evening’s drizzle, and realized she would soon have to leave El Salvador too, or she would be taking up space in a jail cell before the police finished with tonight’s raids. It was probable her name would be on a list, too. She needed to flee, cross borders into Guatemala. She had friends in Chimaltenango who would help her into Mexico and up to Arizona. In America she would be able to stop running. She had heard people there protected political refugees.


She pulled her coat’s collar close against the chill damp as she turned from the Ambassador’s home and drifted, smoke—like in the night, back down the street into San Salvador. Staying in the shadows she flitted like a moth from lamp to lamp, down cobbled streets to her terracotta tiled adobe home with the fragrant wisteria that clung to the wooden trellis around the front door.


Her emergency bag had been packed for this eventuality. Sliding the bed frame away from the wall to retrieve the suitcase, she pried up the loose floorboard where she had stashed her passport, get-a-way cash and state identification. With no time to consider what she would have to leave behind, she struck out on her escape, through the backdoor, where her ride waited patiently.
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THE SUMMER BEFORE


 


I brushed the scorpion off the toe of my boot and crushed it into the sand. Sweat dripped from my face as the early afternoon Arizona sun showed no mercy. I leaned against the Crown Vic while Kremer, an Oro Valley cop, knelt in my shadow, peering over the hood.


Kremer leaned in and whispered. “Know how I know it’s a crime scene?”


I cocked a questioning eyebrow.


Flicking a large red ant off his pants leg he pointed, “Look, over there behind the bikes. Ain’t that a crushed Bud Light can?”


I shook my head with a chuckle. Spend any time with the Pima County Sheriff’s department, and you’d know their unofficial motto, ‘It’s not a crime scene unless there’s a Bud Light.’ Sure enough I saw the crumpled can, the sun reflecting off it. It must have been tossed from the trailer recently otherwise it would have been bleached from spending weeks out in this unrelenting sun.


Fifteen of us now, crouched in the sand waiting, nine millimeters trained on the trailer; waiting for the primary negotiator to arrive, and hoping to avoid the tarantulas, scorpions or sidewinders that inhabit the brush-scrub around the grubby trailer court.


SWAT commander Davidson had held a conference back at the Pima County sheriff’s substation on the highway.


“We have us one James Love, better known as Shiloh, along with several of his compadrés from The Heathens Motor Cycle Club, hold up in a trailer park about half—mile west.”


He handed round a blown up photo. Bandana, greasy looking beard, protruding belly under a black t-shirt and leather vest.


“It appears that Mr. Love decided to celebrate his release from County lockup yesterday with a party featuring Metallica. When one of the trailer park’s other occupants, a Raul Lopez — unable to sleep to get ready for the graveyard shift at the Asarco plant — called in Deputy Swain, here,” he pointed to a uniformed Pima County sheriff to his right, “he found a shotgun muzzle pointed at him.”


I was one of the first four to show up, sent out in the initial deployment, and staked out the place. Recognizing which lot they were at proved easy. The three hogs, sitting outside the ramshackle trailer was a giveaway.


Bosses wanted this take-down to be handled by the entire crew, so we waited. Not a sound emanated from the inside of the trailer. None of us saw even the hint of a curtain move for a couple of hours, not even the sharpshooters positioned out back.


I learnt about Three Points, the southwestern suburb of Tucson, when I joined SWAT years ago. The newspapers reported a grimy inhospitable hiding place for those with a grudge; a spot-on diagnosis. Single-wide trailers and wrecked school buses. Rusted-out cars. Little sanitation. Vacant faces. Meth and incest were rampant, according to the deputies who came into this sparsely populated community. It was also the breeding ground for one of the most despicable characters my partner Hector and I ever put away, Charlie Ficus. He was removed from the area as a youth and was spending time in a juvenile facility by the time we ran into him. Sitting out here brought back a flood of memories of that depraved character.


Commander Davidson, stopping by each cluster of dusty figures watching the trailer, interrupted my thoughts.


“The primary negotiator is still on his way. Got tied up giving evidence as an expert witness. We’ll wait ‘til he gets here.”


“That’s okay Sarge, it’s not going to get any hotter, weather-wise at least,” I said. “So, about thirty minutes then?”


Davidson nodded. “Yup, guess so.” He patted my shoulder. “Hang in there.”


He headed out to address each of us in similar fashion.


By the time the Sheriff’s negotiator, Peter Reid, arrived on scene and dusk started to set in, we sensed movement in the trailer. A single light, from what we assumed to be a bedroom, popped on a few minutes ago.


Grabbing the loudspeaker Reid got their attention. By shouting through the window’s screen mesh he agreed to make arrangements to exchange guns for pizza. Even meth-head bikers get hungry, and we wanted them disarmed. We would wait them out, or starve them out if this goodwill gesture didn’t garner results.


The ten-pound ceramic plates in the body armor we wore felt like twice the weight, but with the sun now going down they provided the body warmth we would need during the night. Desert nights can turn chilly even after roaring hot temperatures during the day. A nervous looking Domino’s delivery driver arrived on scene, escorted by a deputy, and we engaged the trailer again. The smell of those pizzas made my stomach growl. We stood our ground out here all day with nothing more substantial than water and a crunchy granola bar. When they threw out a sub-machine pistol, a shotgun and a couple of revolvers we placed the three pizza boxes on the steps at the trailers entrance. The door opened the width of a hand and they slid the boxes in, one at a time. They weren’t taking any chances and nor were we.


As the sun set, the spotlights that where placed in strategic areas around the trailer earlier in the afternoon where switched on. They were designed to keep the trailer in full light during the night hours. It worked better than having the sheriff bring in a helicopter with a spotlight. That would have been too noisy. The movement of the choppers blades would have stirred up the dust which already coated us, getting in our skins crevices, nostrils and mouths.


Before long a narrow, high smoked-glass window, in the bathroom area, slid open. All eyes were trained, ready for anything. Instead of a rifle barrel however a pair of feet protruded, followed by long legs until a panty clad female inched out and plopped to the ground, falling on her ass with a crash. Blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders, swinging in front of her face, wild-eyed in the lights trained on the trailer, scared out of her mind. She raised her hands and ran toward the nearest squad car. One less to worry about tonight. An EMT wrapped her in a blanket and led her away out of sight into a waiting ambulance.


We watched the trailer and waited. A brake-and-rake stood ready in case we needed to smash a window in order to toss in a flash bang. No one liked the idea of fire and a potential meth lab together so we patiently waited them out until now.


“Charlene, get your ass out here.” A gruff voice yelled from inside the trailer.


We heard a door slam followed by a loud voice. “Goddamit.” 


Realization dawned on genius his baby-girl had squirmed out of the window under the pretext of taking a pee.


The front door opened wide illuminating the interior and a short fat man, holding a shotgun, hollered, “Charlene, get the hell back in here.”


When he realized she was in our custody he leveled the shotgun and blew the lights off the Crown Vic I had been taking cover behind all day.


I swear we all opened fire at once, forty millimeter, M-16 and an 870 Remington, as well as other handguns. Rounds smacked into the trailer and the fat man fell backwards. Simultaneously, an explosion lifted the trailer off its blocks blowing the windows out, the fire spreading throughout the structure. The debris knocked the Harleys over like dominos. I looked at Kremer and we both said it at the same time, “Meth lab.” 


The fire department, with an engine in close proximity, started to work on the blaze. The team members positioned behind the trailer led out a skinny man, wearing nothing but a pair of blue jeans and handcuffs. His eyebrows were singed off his face. One of them managed to make it out of the trailer alive.


We shucked the body armor, tossing it in the trunk. Kremer drove me over to the sheriff’s depot. After a quick liaison with the powers that be on site and a visit to the head, I headed back east, stopped in at Ryan Field airport restaurant for coffee and eggs, trying to unwind before heading back into Tucson. Nothing like breakfast at midnight.


The place looked desolate at this hour. The adrenalin rush brought on by the sudden conclusion after a day of anticipation was still with me and the dusty rose-colored Porsche responded to my heavy foot as I cruised north on I-10 until the exit at Ina Road. I had no idea that a year later I would cross paths with Charlie Ficus, on his old stomping grounds, one final time.




2


SATURDAY JUNE 17


 


The acrid smell of urine hitting bleach stung my nostrils and I reached over and flushed midstream. She’d been cleaning again. Like half a bottle of Clorox would make the porcelain any whiter.


I headed back into the kitchen, avoiding the bedroom. She’d be in the middle of the routine I knew so well. I’d be in her way. Glancing back to be sure she didn’t see I placed the three long strands of wavy red hair I had removed from her hairbrush into a white envelope I’d brought for that purpose. Folding the envelope I slid it into my shorts back pocket, grabbed a sparkling water from the refrigerator and settled onto the sofa. I slipped off my Huaraches, placed my feet up on the coffee table, and pulled the newspaper into my lap. The Arizona Daily Star Sunday edition thick with ads. I slopped those inserts down on top of her slut magazines, those glossy Hollywood-starlet gossip rags. They all slid off the table in a pile on the floor. I let all the periodicals lie in a heap on the waxy Saltillo tiles; as the oscillating fan in the corner turned it blew up the corners of the pages with a faint whirr.


After reading with disgust the sports summary on the USA’s 1-1 tie with Italy at the World Cup in Germany, I paged through the ‘International News’ section, looking for what I really wanted. Found one more little tidbit for my growing file on the head of the Sonoran cartel, Ramon Adolfo de la Garza Sanchez, or as he became referred to by the press, ‘El Perro Guapo.’ The brief report indicated his daughter Beatrice taken to hospital after being wounded by an errant bullet during an attack at their home during her quinceañera. A rival cartel, the Sinaloa, walked in and shot up the party, infiltrating the party disguised as the band hired to play the banda sinaloense music. When the brass instruments played the first notes from the horn it sounded like sheep or goats bleating, as cuerno de chivo, but in reality was an AK-47 firing on the unsuspecting group gathered in the courtyard to celebrate. Half the band members were cut down in the gun-battle, but the attack on Sanchez’s life proved to be unsuccessful. Cocaine cowboys.


Now at least I could confirm where his home sat, outside Nogales, where I’d suspected all along, hidden in plain sight. Folding the page in half I ran the side of my thumb nail across the paper until it creased as sharp as the uniform pants hanging in my closet and slipped it into my shirt’s breast pocket as I heard the bedroom door open.


I looked up and smiled. Her scent arrived across the room before she did and I sneezed. Esmeralda’s perfume always got to me. Allergic, I guess.


“Sorry mijo, you know I need to smell sweet for the boys.” She ruffled my hair. “It’s going to be a long night.”


I plopped the newspaper back on the table, “Yeah, I know, and will you stop cleaning around here. You know Gabby comes in during the week. You should be resting up, you know.”


She laughed. “I can’t enjoy my soak in the tub if I don’t clean the bathroom after you. Nasty smelly man. And pick up my magazines will you. Why do you leave them lying on the floor?”


She bent over to grab them, her long red nails scratching on the paper, and flashed me. With stilettos taller than her skirt was long it wasn’t hard to do.


“Not even a thong,” I said aghast, turning my head. She had become more brazen with me recently, which needed to stop if what I suspected showed to be correct.


“Easy in, easy out. It’s better for business,” she said with a shrug.


Her infectious grin made me shake my head. Dark red hair piled up in ringlets and mascara brushed on thick as if she wore a black tiara on each eye. The paint covered up the lines on her face. Even so, time was kind to her. Her arms were sleeved in pastel tattoos, a cartoon hula dancer extended down from her left shoulder and a butterfly festooned her forearm, while the other arm’s skulls celebrated Dia de Los Muertos. 


“You look stunning, Esme darling. Where will you be working tonight, downtown?”


“Yeah, Hotel Arizona. Thought I’d stay close tonight in case I need to get back here in a hurry.”


“I’m not going to be here, babe. I’m heading home to get some real shut-eye as soon as you’re out of here. You know it’s not normal for me drop in over the weekend. You paged me so I stopped by, just for you. It’s been three weeks since I saw you last. You weren’t in jail, I checked. Glad to see you still in one piece.”


She pouted. “But what if I get busted?”


“Vice ain’t working downtown tonight. Park your van on Congress. Try not to be too obvious though. Keep an eye open for the black and whites. Can’t stop them from cruising.”


Esmeralda’s usual gig on the weekends was hitting the Saguaro Lounge in the lobby of the Hotel Arizona. On a busy summer season with one convention or another in town, crowds gathered in the hotel lobby bar to watch the NBA championship, wondering if the Heat would beat out the Mavs. Sporting events were always good for hustling; a safe group to hit on and lure out to her van on pretext of lighting a cigarette.


Actions speak louder than words. Recent City regulations turned Tucson’s restaurants and bars into non-smoking establishments so her meaning became obvious to the undiscerning eye. Ten minutes later they would be back at the bar while she applied a new layer of red gloss to those bee-stung lips and asking another patron for a light. She could go through a pack of Marlboros a night if the crowd felt right. I’d sat and watched her one night to be sure she operated safely. Surreal.


Standing, I asked, “You have your protection?”


Reaching into both sides of the ample cleavage that threatened to tumble out of her white, peasant-style blouse, she produced condoms from the right and mace from the left. My shoulders shook in silent laughter.


“Okay. You watch out for yourself, all right?”


I gave her a quick hug, crossed the room and at the front door, stopped with my hand on the doorknob and turned back to her.


“See you Wednesday?”


“I’ll be fine. Be careful driving, Detective.”


***


I left my cozy downtown condo in the Barrio Viejo district, with its bright fiesta-style fresco, my home-away-from-home, a convenient walking distance to my office at police headquarters. I crossed under the bridge from the building that led into the parking garage on South Stone Avenue and made my way to the third story where I parked my dusty-rose colored ’57 Porsche Cabriolet soft-top. She still roared to life unflaggingly. Had ever since Pops gave her to me upon my acceptance to Notre Dame back in ‘89. She was a little worse for wear back then and the two of us spent hours in the garage, tinkering with her, during the summer before I left for college. A good lubrication still kept the old gal going and although she needed working on now and again a local mechanic who specialized in Porsches tended to her good health. There was a scrappy Toyota FJ-40 Land Cruiser sitting in the garage whenever I needed to change the pace and head out into the mountains.


Home sat straight north, up Campbell Avenue, thirty minutes if the lights stayed green. Heading back out on Broadway I passed the University of Arizona’s campus and hugged Campbell’s sweet curves up to Sunrise Drive. I lived in the house I had as a teenager, in the gated community of The Canyons in the shadow of the Santa Catalina Mountains. The view from my hot tub is of the outstretched digit of the upward pointing crag, known to Tucson locals as Finger Rock.


This is the home I had shared with my grandparents as a child after they took me in following my mother’s death. Pops bequeathed the house to me — as long as I watched out for Grammy in his absence. Long enough for me to graduate from Notre Dame and come home. Cancer took him a year before I returned from law school, and I buried Grammy a few months later but not until after she watched with pride as I graduated from the police academy.


An orphan, I found myself alone, no family at all. I had attended enough family funerals, seen more than my share of dead relatives.


My house was huge, six thousand square feet plus the grounds. The orange Saltillo tiled roof extended over the adjourning garage, workshop and storage area. From my back porch I looked out over a salt water infinity pool upwards to Finger Rock and the distant Mount Kimball. Built in the piedmont of the Catalinas, about as high as homes were zoned to be constructed. My grandfather had built a hidden, windowless, but vented, workroom, with an entrance only from the back of the garage. It doubled as a panic room in case they were ever burgled. The entrance was disguised as a metal shelving unit that pulled out to access a hidden door. Pops liked to work off a head of steam on his lathes and benches for his pastime. His passion, after a life time working with wood, became building furniture. He built the case that now held Grammy’s collection of Hummel figurines. I remembered staring with fascination as a young boy at the hundreds of little people she collected behind glass. It left a constant reminder of her in my heart, and I stashed it in a spare guestroom.    


After Pops passed and I moved back home I cleared the workroom of his woodworking equipment for my own personal war room. I needed a convenient space away from the general living area where I could pursue my hobby, or obsession as Hector, my best friend and partner, described it. As I progressed within the police department I gained additional resources through friends in other law enforcement agencies. I set up a glass-topped desk—another piece Pops had made—with a laptop, printer, a short goose-necked lamp with a comfortable office chair. I cork tiled all four walls and turned the room into a giant bulletin board. Each wall had its own strip of fluorescent lighting so I could illuminate as much, or as little as I needed, and I set pins in photographs and articles relating to my parents’ murderer.


My archnemesis.


Not long after he killed my mother, Ramon Adolfo de la Garza Sanchez made a name for himself as the enforcer for the Sonoran cartel. With his Latino good looks marred after he burned his face in an accident, he lost his talent for persuading young American tourists, to act as drug mules for the cartel. He became too recognizable, with the terrible scarring and the horrifying eye-patch, to pass unnoticed into the States on vacation, so a new role was prepared for him; one I had ironically propelled him into from my actions that day when he killed my mother, and it continued to be the link we had in common. He became known to his men as a dog, not a guard dog but a vicious street cur, and with typical gang bravado they presented him with his nickname ‘El Perro Guapo,’ the handsome dog.


The notoriety, cocaine and money bought him all the power he needed; he already had the reputation for cruelty. El Jefe Ramon ‘El Perro Guapo’ Sanchez took first place on everyone’s Most Wanted list. He oversaw his organization from his home in Hermasillo where he and his wife, their three sons and a daughter lived. Their family life was as well-documented as his iron-fisted rule over the cartel, and I documented each movement. One day he would make a mistake, he’d get greedy, show a weakness, and I’d be there. His wanted poster circulated the cartels, the FBI, DEA and me. I patiently waited, until the right time presented itself.


My maps of Southern Arizona and the Sonora region of Mexico, pinned to the wall, are full of red push pins with taut threads leading out to corresponding photographs of places or crime-scene articles. I had magazine and newspaper cut-outs, pinned next to printouts from the Internet, web pages and blogs all showing details of the atrocities he’d committed. Photos of beheaded bodies, maimed and dismembered remains of his fellow Mexicans, and members of other cartels or traitors to his cause were all there, documenting the horrors he had served on them. It became no surprise when he ousted the notorious Miguel Del la Santos Aguirre, former head of the Sonoran cartel, if burning alive the man and his whole family can be called an ousting. Sanchez took the reins himself, the new El Jefe. 


We would never accumulate enough evidence to put him away for the murder of my father, a US Border agent, and the only witness of when he killed my mother is me. I would have to be happy to see him put away for the rest of his natural days for other crimes. He would live in pain and fear in an American jail. It would be the kind of justice I could hope would come about eventually. Until then I watched, probing and waiting in order to help facilitate his capture.


I pinned up the article on the latest attack on his home. The story of yesterday’s shooting. His daughter, Beatrice, wounded by an errant bullet during her quinceañera. I knew there would be a reckoning to be served, and soon. Sanchez didn’t appear to be one to stand on ceremony.
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Esme hadn’t quite told Detective Duarte the whole story. She needed to make a stop before heading out for her usual evening on the town. She had run into a real-life porn director, Charleston Ficus; had blown him in the back of her van working a downtown street festival a couple of weeks ago. Her van had been parked off the main drag, a couple of blocks behind the Dairy Queen on Sixth Street. She made sure to impress him with her performance and he gave her his card with a fifty wrapped around it. Anyway she’d called him. Wanted to know how much he would pay to film her as he promised. Fifteen hundred for a demo tape he’d said. That did the trick. She made arrangements to stop in this afternoon and check out the studio. As broke as she was she couldn’t pass up this opportunity. Salgado, his partner, met her at the door when she walked into Lucky Strikes.


She showed the tall man the card.


“Hi, I’m Esmerelda. Charlie asked me to stop in today.”


He nodded. “Right, Mr. Ficus mentioned you’d be stopping by. He’s running late, but should be here momentarily. He wanted me to show you were to change when you arrived.”


She followed him across the warehouse floor to the far end.


“These are the machines that you’ll be filming with, or ones similar,” and he stooped to give her a demo on the on off buttons and how the piston moved back and forward. “We screw the toy of your choice on the end, here.”


He showed her an array of rubber toys, ones they made on premises and sold in their catalog. She picked up a couple and examined them, comparing sizes and colors. Then he pointed out the restroom.


“There’s a hook on the back of the door. Hang your clothes there, then come upstairs when you ready.”


She could hear them talk through the door as she took off her clothes.


“Hey, Charlie, I figured you’d be showing up soon. There’s a lady here for you. Esmeralda, or some such shit.”


“Already? Eager beaver, huh, Dan.”


Salgado chuckled. “Thought it unusual but she said you scheduled a shoot. Mentioned you told her about the machines, and she showed me your card I gave her a rudimentary demo. You ready for her? She stepped into the bathroom to change.”


“Give me a minute to set up the camera and then bring her upstairs. Introduce me like I’m the boss. She’s good looking, huh? You gonna assist me with this one?”


“Oh, yeah, I definitely think you need an assistant on this shoot.”


She could hear him walk up the stairs above where she sat on the toilet trying to get rid of the shakes. She reminded herself of the money that was promised, and made up her mind. She looked in the mirror and told herself, ‘Get a grip, you can do this.’


Salgado waited outside for her.


“We’re shooting upstairs.” He pointed up toward the office. “If you would head up there Mr. Ficus is waiting on you.”


Ficus’ camera and tripod were set up in center of the room, in front of a green leather loveseat wide enough to fit against the wall next to the door. He squatted down, fiddling with the equipment. Salgado knocked at the door above her head. She stood there naked, smiling holding a large flesh-colored dildo. She had applied some rouge and powder after undressing downstairs.


“Mr. Ficus, I believe you have met Miss Esmeralda before,” Salgado said.
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