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​​A woman and glass are always in danger.
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Mexican proverb

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

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

Spanish words: A glossary of Spanish words and terms commonly used in the Detective Emilia Cruz series is included at the end. 
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CHAPTER 1
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“And this is our bedroom,” Emilia Cruz Encinos said. She opened the door and led her mother Sophia Encinos into the cool and lofty room high above the Pacific Ocean. 

Sophia tentatively walked a few steps over the threshold, followed by her husband, Ernesto Cruz. She stopped and the vague smile she normally wore faded from her face, to be replaced by an equally vague frown, as if she knew she should be worried but couldn’t remember why. Ernesto stayed by his wife but his mouth dropped open; no doubt this was the most opulent home he’d ever seen.

“There’s a bathroom, right through there.” Emilia gestured to the ensuite door, wondering when her mother was finally going to say something.

Neither Sophia nor Ernesto moved. 

“I put up my old crucifix, Mama,” Emilia went on. She pointed to the small talavera pottery cross on the wall above the king-sized bed covered with a white matelassé spread. “Do you remember it?” 

Sophia pressed a hand to her mouth. Not even 50 years old, she was still a beautiful woman, with the same long dark hair, high cheekbones, and smooth skin as her daughter. Her eyes slid past the huge bed to take in the built-in closets and large dressers, the seating area with plush upholstered furniture; and the gently rippling full-length linen draperies. Ernesto stared around open-mouthed.

Emilia felt her stomach tighten and she smoothed nervous palms down the front of the sleeveless teal linen dress she’d bought for the occasion. Although she had lived with Kurt for well over six months, this was Sophia and Ernesto’s first visit to the penthouse apartment. Emilia had expected disapproval for being unmarried and living in sin with a gringo but so far, the reaction was stunned silence at the décor and architecture.

Kurt Rucker came to stand beside her, his blonde hair glinting silver as the late afternoon sun streamed through the floor-to-ceiling sliding glass doors. “You have a real future as a tour guide, you know,” he murmured.

Emilia sighed and leaned her head against his shoulder in response. Sophia and Ernesto stopped talking as they’d walked into the lobby of the Palacio Real, Acapulco’s most luxurious hotel, which Kurt managed. Not a word in the elevator up to the penthouse or as they’d toured the living and dining rooms, and now finally, the master bedroom. 

Sometimes it was easier to be a police detective investigating Acapulco’s daily death toll than a dutiful daughter.

“Sophia, would you like to see the ocean from here?” Kurt asked.

Sophia turned to look at him, her mouth curved again into a vague smile.

“The sliding doors lead to the balcony, just like in the living room,” Kurt said smoothly. “We can walk all the way around the apartment.”  

“It is very high up, no?” Ernesto found his voice at last. 

“We’ll be all right,” Kurt said. He gave Emilia’s hand a subtle squeeze then crossed the room to open the glass door, muscular and confident in khakis, loafers, and a white polo with the Palacio Real crest.

Emilia ushered Sophia and Ernesto forward, feeling like an overdressed dog herding sheep. Once over the threshold both stopped, seemingly bewildered by the soaring sight of cobalt sky and aqua ocean. 

“I think this side of the apartment has the best view,” Kurt said. He gently took Sophia’s elbow and guided her to the waist-high stucco wall encircling the wide balcony. Emilia watched as Ernesto followed his wife, gawking at the teak chaise lounges and cobalt glazed pots full of geraniums and trailing greenery. 

As they leaned on the wall, Kurt pointed out the hotel attractions spread out below them: the huge two-level Pasodoble Bar, the secluded beach, the fleet of hotel boats anchored at the private marina, and the floating dock anchored out in the bay. A special Saturday afternoon buffet was being set up on the dock. They watched as staff wearing the hotel’s trademark blue floral shirts and khaki shorts unloaded hampers and coolers from two motorboats, the distant figures rising and falling as the dock rode the ocean current.  

Emilia glanced at her mother, wondering what was going on inside Sophia’s head. Although Sophia had lived her entire life in Acapulco, Emilia knew she’d never been in a luxury hotel like the Palacio Real, an architectural marvel hammered out of the cliffs above Puerto Marques, the famous bay-within-a-bay on the southeastern tip of Acapulco. The hotel guests they’d passed in the lobby on the way to the penthouse elevator were hardly the ordinary Mexicans that Sophia encountered in her central Acapulco neighborhood. For the most part, guests at the Palacio Real were gringo diplomats, rock stars, filmmakers, and business executives enjoying one of the world’s most exclusive getaway destinations.

As if noticing her daughter for the first time, Sophia turned to Emilia, her long dark hair and floral dress fluttering in the breeze. “Isn’t this apartment very expensive?” Sophia asked.

“The apartment is part of my salary, Sophia,” Kurt said.

“They pay you to live here, Carlos?” Sophia had called him Carlos ever since meeting Kurt months ago.  

“In a way,” Kurt said.

“It’s far from school for Emilia.” Sophia gave him one of her blank smiles and turned to look at the ocean again. 

Emilia looked helplessly at Kurt. 

“You have a very nice home,” Ernesto said formally, as if to bridge the awkward moment. “I hope you and Señor Carlos are happy here.”

“Thank you, Ernesto,” Emilia said gratefully. Her mother’s husband was a weathered man who often seemed as emotionally damaged as his wife, but now and then he surprised Emilia with his acuity.

“Shall we go inside for la comida?” Kurt asked. “I hope you two are hungry. Emilia spent all morning in the kitchen.

Sophia’s smile widened into genuine amusement. “Emilia cooked?” she asked.

Emilia’s hopes rose. The kitchen had always been a comfortable spot for Sophia. “Come on, Mama. I’ll show you what I’ve made.”

They walked around the balcony to the other side of the apartment. Kurt turned on a soccer game for himself and Ernesto while Emilia showed her mother into the gleaming kitchen with its stainless steel countertops, glossy Italian cabinetry, and commercial-grade range. 

Sophia looked pleased and impressed. She opened cabinet doors and drawers and investigated the dishes and flatware. Emilia popped the main course into the oven, found the ingredients for her appetizer, and bumped the refrigerator closed with her hip. 

“I made things ahead of time,” Emilia said. “All I have to do is fry the flores de calabaza. I used a recipe Tía Lourdes gave me.”

Earlier that morning Emilia had removed the woody stems and stamens from the sturdy yellow squash blossoms, then rinsed them in salt water. They were dry now, and ready to be fried. As Sophia watched, Emilia poured oil into a skillet and turned on the heat. Blue flame jetted around the burner ring under the pan. 

“Lourdes?” Sophia sniffed. She sat at the table and watched Emilia stuff cheese cubes inside each flower, coat them in beaten egg white, and roll in breadcrumbs. “Why did you ask her? Lourdes knows nothing. Doesn’t even know how to put salt on a jitomate.”

At the stove, Emilia looked over her shoulder at her mother. “Tía Lourdes makes wonderful flor de calabaza guisada. Don’t you remember?” 

She flicked water off her fingertips to test the oil; a sizzle and pop assured her the pan was hot enough. Emilia carefully eased the breaded blossoms into the pan. The aroma of frying cheese and garlic filled the air.

“Lourdes was never nice to me, you know,” Sophia muttered. 

“How can you say that?” Emilia exclaimed. “Tía Lourdes is your sister-in-law. We lived with her and Tío Raul for years and they were the kindest people on earth.”

When Emilia’s father, the original Ernesto Cruz, died in a car accident with his wealthy employer, his 19-year-old widow Sophia had a nervous breakdown. Ernesto’s brother Raul and his wife Lourdes took in the bereft woman and her child. Emilia grew up in a cramped apartment above Raul’s car repair garage with her aunt and uncle, their sons Ramon and Alvaro, and a mother who lived in perpetual twilight.

When Emilia became a cop a dozen years ago, she rented a small house for herself and her mother. She’d woken one morning just over a year ago to find a strange man in the kitchen and her mother declaring that this Ernesto Cruz was the same husband she’d lost years ago. Sophia and Ernesto were married now, but Emilia knew her mother had merged the two men in her mind and nothing could convince her otherwise.

Her mother sniffed. “Raul was nice. But Lourdes never understood.” 

“Understood what, Mama?” Emilia asked. She looked away from the hot oil and crisping breadcrumbs, very curious about the implication of Sophia’s words. “What didn’t Tía Lourdes understand, Mama?”

Sophia drifted over to the bank of glossy cabinets. She opened a drawer and took out a handful of flatware. Two forks, three spoons. A steak knife.

“Did you and Tía Lourdes―.” A spit of hot oil landed on Emilia’s hand before she could finish the thought. She gave a start, wiped her hand on a kitchen towel, and flipped the blossoms. The tops were a perfect golden crust. 

When she looked again at her mother, Sophia was at the table, pressing the sharp tip of the steak knife against the heel of her left hand. “Mama!” Emilia exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

Sophia thrust the knife away and it clattered on the table, now littered with the other flatware as well. “You’re being rude, Emilia,” Sophia scolded. “So rough.”

“I’m sorry, Mama,” Emilia said. “But you scared me. You shouldn’t play with knives.”

Sophia’s unlined forehead creased in a frown. “Are they nice to you here, Emilia?”

“What? Nice?” Emilia wasn’t ready for the abrupt shift in conversation.

“Are they nice to you?” Sophia seemed serious. 

“Mama, this is my home.” Emilia laid paper towels on a plate. “Do you remember Mercedes Sandoval? My friend the dancer? She loves it here.”

Sophia nodded, eyes shining. Mercedes was still a local celebrity in the eyes of Sophia and other older women in the barrio. 

When Emilia was small, her mother and Tía Lourdes had watched Mercedes and her late husband win ballroom dancing competitions on television, exclaiming over Mercedes’s opulent costumes and her handsome husband’s powerful moves. When he died, Mercedes moved back home, to the same neighborhood in Acapulco where Sophia and Ernesto lived, to eke out a living as a dance instructor. She was older than Emilia but tough, both mentally and physically. Outside of Kurt and detective Franco Silvio, there wasn’t anybody Emilia would rather have behind her in a bar fight. 

“Mercedes was here,” Emilia went on, knowing that her friend’s opinion would carry weight with Sophia. “We had dinner in the restaurant. Even met the head concierge, Christine. And Jacques, the head chef.”

Sophia flounced out of the chair, her floral dress swirling around her bare legs, and came to the stove. She peered into the frying pan. “Did you turn them over?”

“Yes,” Emilia said. “They’re done.”

“Very nice, Emilia.” Sophia watched as Emilia lifted the fried flores de calabaza out of the skillet and onto the paper towels. “Just like I taught you.”

Emilia bit her lip as she arranged the appetizer on small plates. Apparently, their conversation about Tía Lourdes had never happened.

☼

Dinner was awkward. 

Ernesto plowed through the squash blossoms and tackled Emilia’s tuna steaks and tangy tamarindo sauce with gusto. Sophia barely ate, her attention on the dramatic view of the Pacific coast on the other side of the glass doors. Seated opposite Emilia, with the crystal chandelier turning his blonde hair to silver, Kurt tried to keep the conversation going. Emilia chimed in but it was hard to include the other two at the table and eventually they both stopped trying.

Kurt cleared his throat. “Perhaps we’d like some music,” he said.

Anything to fill the silence. “Yes, please,” Emilia said.

Kurt went into the living room to turn on the stereo. Emilia watched him. She never tired of his athletic grace or the confidence which he wore like a second skin.

The Acapulco Philharmonic Orchestra’s rendition of Rhapsody in Blue soared around them. Kurt turned down the volume and came back to the table. The music was soft but the rhythm was energizing. Emilia smiled her thanks and Kurt winked back.

“Your tortillas are very fresh, Emilia,” Ernesto said. “Very good with the flavor of the tamarindo.”

“Thank you.” Emilia grinned and raised her glass to him. 

He bobbed his head at her and took another tortilla from the serving basket. “Are you still working for the police?” 

Emilia nodded. “Of course, Ernesto. Why do you ask?”

He gestured with his fork at the expensively appointed room; his hand scarred and weathered from years of sharpening knives and tools against a grinding wheel. “I thought maybe you didn’t need to work anymore.” 

“Emilia’s doing important things,” Kurt said. “She was even asked to help select a new lieutenant.”

“Yes?” Ernesto looked impressed.

“I just got to ask some questions,” Emilia said. She didn’t want to make her role seem more important than it was or reveal that she was part of the interview panel because of a deal she and Silvio had struck with Acapulco’s crooked chief of police. “Lieutenant Baez is from Mexico City.”

“Like me,” Ernesto said.

“Yes,” Sophia said, bringing her attention back to the table. “Where all the museums are. And the president.”

Emilia felt herself relax a bit; they were finally having a conversation. “Actually, I have something from work for you,” she said. 

She went to the buffet, picked up two packs of playing cards, and spread out one set on the table. 

Sophia fingered the cards. Each bore the likeness of a woman, with name and vital statistics underneath. The other side asked for help finding the woman and gave a phone number to call. “These are pretty, Emilia.”

“They’re cards to help find the missing, Mama,” Emilia said. “I thought you could give them out when you go to the market. Ernesto, you could give them to customers who come to get their knives sharpened.”

She’d kept a record of women missing from the Acapulco area for the last few years. Las Perdidas—the Lost Ones―had nothing in common except that no one else had the time to look for them. Emilia constantly combed police reports, news stories, and morgue records, but she was rarely able to close a case. The cards were the brainchild of the new operations coordinator for Acapulco’s all-female patrol unit, a job Emilia once held, and the unit passed them out on every shift. 

“I know this one.” Sophia held up a card with the photograph of a stunning teen with short black hair and china doll features.

“That’s Lila Jimenez Lata, Mama,” Emilia said. “Berta’s granddaughter. You know Berta from church. I’ve been looking for Lila ever since she ran away.” 

Kurt helped her clear the dishes as Sophia and Ernesto looked through the cards. 

“You just have to get through dessert and the ride into the city,” Kurt said as he put the plates in the kitchen sink.

“I feel as if I’ve run a marathon,” Emilia confessed. 

Kurt pulled her into a hug. “The next time they come it will be easier. Remember, this was a lot for her to take in all at once.”

They brought out coffee and dessert. Sophia sat up straight when she saw the cake topped with whipped cream and dusted with cocoa. 

Emilia grinned at her mother’s reaction. “It’s pastel de tres leches, mama. Chocolate pastel de tres leches. I wanted to surprise you.”

“The only person I ever knew to make it chocolate was la señora.” Sophia clapped her hands when Kurt set a slice in front of her. “Did you get the recipe from her?” 

Emilia smiled. “Who is that, Mama?” 

“La señora,” Sophia said impatiently. “She was very good to us, you know.”

Ernesto paused with his fork in mid-air and looked blankly at his wife.

Emilia took a deep breath. “Tell us about this señora, Mama.”

“We lived with her and her husband when you were a baby,” Sophia said, as if explaining to a child. “Ernesto, you drove the car for el señor. We lived in the little house and they lived in the big house on the hill.”

It was a story Emilia had heard before. She gave Ernesto a reassuring nod and he began to eat again. 

“You never told me very much about the family, Mama,” Emilia said. “I don’t even know their name.”

“We had a wonderful life there, didn’t we?” Sophia said to Ernesto. She didn’t wait for a reply as her eyes grew unfocused, as if she saw something in the far distance. “Lots of parties at the big house. We went sometimes, just like we belonged there. But chauffeurs aren’t supposed to do that. I didn’t know until afterwards.”

“After the accident, you mean?” Emilia asked. 

“Yes. When the bad times started.”

“Whatever happened to la señora, Mama?” Emilia never heard anything more about the widow of her father’s employer, only that she’d forced Sophia and Emilia to leave immediately after the accident that took both husbands. No doubt the house was needed for a new chauffeur. 

Tía Lourdes once said that la señora blamed the fatal accident on the close relationship between employer and chauffeur. Her husband had chosen to sit in front rather than in the back as was the norm. He might have survived the front-end collision if he had.

“There were swings in the yard where you played,” Sophia said dreamily, as if Emilia hadn’t asked a question. “Your hair was straight and his was curly. People laughed because you looked so different.”

“Whose hair was curly, Mama?” Emilia asked.

“The little boy.” Sophia sipped her coffee.

“The family had a little boy?” Emilia sampled her cake. “You never told me that. What was his name?”

Sophia set her cup back in the saucer with a jerk. “How would I know?”

“You just said I played with―.”

“I told you not to be so rude,” Sophia snapped. She shoved her chair away from the table and ran into the living room. Suddenly the Acapulco Philharmonic blasted at full volume.

Ernesto dropped his fork. Emilia blinked, totally taken by surprise. 

Kurt held up a hand. “Em, let me.”

He went into the living room. A moment later, the music quieted but even so it was impossible to hear a conversation taking place in the other room. 

Ernesto finished his cake. Emilia served him another slice.

Kurt and Sophia came back to the table as if nothing had happened. They looked at the Las Perdidas cards and ate cake and finally it was time to take Sophia and Ernesto home.

Sophia was surprisingly animated in the backseat of Kurt’s SUV as they drove along the coast road. While the scenic drive was a daily routine for Emilia, Sophia rarely left her own neighborhood in central Acapulco. Watching the ribbon of road unwind in the twilight between ocean and mountain was a rare treat. 

Emilia didn’t say much, but let Sophia and Ernesto enjoy the ride. Kurt drove skillfully as the sun sank ahead of them, painting the sky with swaths of orange and pink.

At the small house in central Acapulco, Emilia got out of the car. 

“Have a good day at school tomorrow, niña,” Sophia said. She kissed her daughter and headed for the door.

Ernesto took Emilia’s hand and gave her a clumsy peck on the cheek before jerking his head at Sophia, now out of earshot. 

“I think she’s getting better,” he said.

☼

Sleep wouldn’t come. Emilia flopped onto her back and stared at the ceiling. The sliding glass doors were open and shadows from the softly billowing curtains danced across the ceiling. Moonlight gilded that side of the room, leaving the bed shrouded in darkness. The penthouse was quiet, save for the distant churn of the ocean and Kurt’s even breathing.

The visit kept replaying in her mind. Sophia pressing the knife point against her hand. Sophia rushing out because she couldn’t remember the name of some long-ago playmate. Anger at Tía Lourdes over nothing. 

Emilia had seen both criminals and snitches deliberately misunderstand questions or attempt to redirect a conversation. But her mother was neither dishonest nor disingenuous. No, this was just how her mother was now and would forever be. 

Sophia had once been clever and funny, as well as beautiful, according to Tía Lourdes. Emilia wished, not for the first time, that she’d known that girl, if only for a minute. A sigh escaped her lungs that went all the way up to the tall ceiling.

“What’s the matter?” Kurt asked sleepily.

Emilia turned her head. “Did I wake you up? I’m sorry.”

“Contrary to popular belief,” he yawned. “I don’t always fall asleep immediately afterwards.”

Emilia gave a soft chuckle and rolled onto her side to face him. “Good to know.”

He grinned, teeth flashing white in the dark, and pulled her close. “What’s going on?”

“Just thinking about my mother and Ernesto.”

“They seem content with each other,” Kurt said. “What was it that he said? She’s getting better.”

“Poor Ernesto.” Emilia sighed again. Her bare feet found Kurt’s under the covers. “He’ll learn. Mama is always going to be the way she is.”

“The important thing is that she’s happy, Em,” Kurt said quietly. “And she’s happy that you’re happy.”

“It’s not that.” Emilia hesitated, loath to give voice to her thoughts.

“What’s really bothering you, Em?”

“What if it happens to me?” Emilia whispered. “What if I lose my mind, too?”

“You’re worried that it’s genetic?”

“I guess.”

“Your mother suffered a nervous breakdown because of a terrible trauma,” Kurt pointed out. “When she lost your father. That’s not a genetic event.”

“But maybe I’ve inherited her weakness,” Emilia said. “Something traumatic could happen to me. I’m a cop in the middle of a drug war. Work is one trauma after another. I could have a nervous breakdown, too.”

“Your first partner died in the line of duty,” Kurt said. “You’ve been shot. You killed a man before he killed you. That’s trauma, by anyone’s definition. Yet you’ve worked your way through all of it.”

“Still . . .”

“I think you’ve developed some impressive coping techniques,” Kurt said. “You just need to recognize them.”

“I cry a lot,” Emilia said ruefully.

Kurt’s arms tightened around her. “Didn’t you once tell me that when you were little you wanted to buy your mother a new brain so she’d stop crying?”

“When I was really little.” Emilia nodded. “But after awhile she stopped crying and she’s been like this ever since.”

“There you go,” Kurt said. “As long as you can still cry, you’ll be all right.”

Emilia felt herself relax, warmed by his body and the common sense in his words. As a cop surrounded by danger and corruption, she often wept out of frustration, anger, or sheer fear. Each time she cried herself dry, picked up the pieces, and kept going. 

“You’re pretty smart,” Emilia murmured into his shoulder. 

“I have my moments,” Kurt said.

“No.” She pulled back to see his face. “These are our moments. Our moments.”

Kurt smiled again. “I like the sound of that.” 

Emilia traced the line of his jaw. “You know, sometimes when we’re together, I feel as if nothing really bad could ever happen. You make me so strong that I’m untouchable. Unbreakable.”

He moved against her. It was a long time before they slept.
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Emilia regarded the young man sitting at the table. Rusty red hair braided into a beaded waterfall, baggy cargo shorts, ragged tee shirt, and the kind of suede and cork sandals that only poor gringos ever wore. His knee pumped furiously, as if electricity ran through his veins.

“Just calm down,” she said in English and stayed standing. “Tell us exactly what you saw.”

“Listen, dude. Amigo.” The young man jiggled in the cheap plastic chair. “Like I told you. Grim reaper shit. The guy was covered in blood. We looked in, saw all the crazy shit, and didn’t touch jack.”

Emilia’s partner Franco Silvio held up two Canadian passports from the couple’s duffel bag on the table. Their meager belongings made an untidy heap on the blue checkered vinyl tablecloth. 

“The passports look legit,” Silvio said to Emilia. “They arrived in Mexico from Panama a week ago.”

The young man jumped up. “Of course they’re real passports,” he said indignantly. 

He was rawboned and thin and loops of braided string necklaces hung over the stretched-out ribbing of his tee. His teeth had the tell-tale rot of a heavy meth user. 

Silvio swung his head. Menace radiated from his flat expression, accentuated by a crew cut and the muscle mass bulging against a khaki bomber jacket and dark jeans. The young man wilted back into his seat. Silvio tossed the passports onto the table.

Emilia folded her arms. “Where did you sleep last night?” 

“On the beach, amigo.” 

“Did you hear anything?” she went on. “Shouts, a fight?”

“No, nothing.” Again the ingratiating yet rotted smile. “Just the sound of the ocean, amigo. That’s why we’re here. For the waves.”

Emilia resisted the urge to correct his grammar and tell him to use amiga, not amigo, when addressing a woman. Not that he should use either form of the word. They weren’t friends. 

“What made you go over to that tent?” she asked instead.

“This was supposed to be fun.” His freckled blonde girlfriend wore a colorful hippie dress and the same scuffed sandals. “Surfing. Camping out. That’s all.” 

“There’s no surfing around here,” Emilia said. 

The girl burst into tears. The boyfriend put his arm around her as his leg pumped up and down like a jackhammer. “You can paddle surf in the lagoon,” he said indignantly.

Emilia knew he needed another fix.

They were in the empty dining room of El Loro Rojo, a shabby beachside hostel and restaurant on Coyuca Lagoon, a few miles northwest of Acapulco. The young Canadians were like so many other junkies, vagrants, and penniless adventurers who often camped on the remote strip of beach which was no more than a thin barrier between the Pacific and the large inland lagoon. 

Rural and remote, the perimeter of the Lagoon was dotted with small villages and hotels that mostly catered to ecotourists. The main draws were boating trips to see waterfowl and wildlife, as well as inlets and mud banks where a few Hollywood jungle escapades had been filmed. Every once in awhile the police were called to investigate a rape or robbery. Generally by the time they got there both victim and perpetrator were long gone. 

But this time, it was murder. 

Perched on the eastern end of the lagoon, El Loro Rojo was a collection of concrete shacks that managed to look squalid and cheerful at the same time. Herman and Itzel Schmidt, a couple in their late fifties, ran the place. Both were sitting at a nearby table watching the police detectives grill the young Canadian couple.

Herman was German, spoke heavily accented Spanish, and had phoned the police two hours ago. He had a mane of white hair that had once been blonde, a face leathered brown from the sun, and wore the loose white clothing traditionally favored by Mexico’s campesinos. His outfit struck Emilia as an economic rather than a sartorial choice. If she had to guess, El Loro Rojo wasn’t exactly a big moneymaker.

Without asking, Itzel Schmidt got up and lumbered to the kitchen, only to return with a tray of four mismatched mugs of black coffee. She wordlessly handed a cup to Silvio, then one to her husband.

Emilia wasn’t served. She had to grab the last for herself. 

Itzel Schmidt was Mexican. Emilia had seen a thousand of her kind before. Heavyset and expressionless, in a shapeless dress with a threadbare apron, her hands gnarled by hard work. Long hours spent cooking and cleaning, with little to look forward to except more of the same. Itzel didn’t look at the Canadian couple as she sat next to her husband again.

“Who else was around this morning?” Silvio asked, neither sitting nor drinking the coffee.

“No one else.” Herman gestured at the Canadians. “Like I said on the phone, they rushed in, screaming about a dead man.”

“What about people staying at the hotel?” Emilia asked, trying not to inhale. The coffee smelled like burnt cork. Dried green mucus clung to the rim of the mug.

“No one else here right now.” As Itzel stared at the checkered tablecloth, Herman explained that the hostel rented out five rooms and booked the occasional tour group for a meal, but most of their business came from campers who used the outdoor facilities. Two pesos to use the toilet. Ten pesos for a shower. Twelve pesos if the shower included soap. No hot water. 

“Any of your workers around?” Silvio asked.

“No, no one else works here.” Herman spoke emphatically. Itzel’s gaze shifted from the tabletop to her cup.

Emilia pretended to drink the evil-smelling coffee as Silvio asked the owners about the people who had passed through in the last few days. The dining room was open to the beach and covered by a thatch palapa roof. Six tables topped with blue and white vinyl tablecloths and ringed by four white plastic chairs. A motley assortment of colorful ceramics hung on the cement walls in no particular order, making for a mismatched farmyard of sun faces, chickens, frogs, and kitschy signs pointing to the beach.

A plywood bar ran the length of one wall, beyond which they could see into the kitchen. Papers overflowed a metal rack, which apparently served as their business accounting center, behind a tower of canned goods. Emilia watched a line of roaches skitter past a work table laden with dirty plates. 

The stink of the coffee was getting worse as it cooled. Emilia excused herself and walked past the empty tables. The chalkboard menu above the bar featured cheeseburgers, fish tacos, and a guisado de mariscos likely made each day from whatever fish Itzel needed to throw out.

Silvio joined her as Emilia stood by the steps leading down to the beach. “Let’s go see what’s out there.” He rolled his eyes toward the dining room. “The two Canucks can show us but there’s no reason to keep them after that.”

“He needs a fix,” Emilia murmured.

“Far be it from us to keep him from it,” Silvio said.

He gestured to the two uniformed cops who’d also responded to the call. With the Canadian couple in the lead, they all headed out of the hostel and onto the narrow beach. Emilia pulled on her sunglasses against the early morning glare as they walked parallel to the water, staying well above the tide line as the surf pulsed up to the seaweed-strewn shoreline again and again. 

She cursed under her breath as the sand shifted and grains trickled into her loafers with every step. She could hear the two uniforms puffing as their boots left deep imprints. They were both burly young men with POLICIA stenciled across bulletproof vests. Bigger than either of them, Silvio nonetheless seemed impervious to the unstable footing as he pounded alongside Emilia.

This was not how she’d expected to spend Sunday morning, especially considering that she’d barely fallen asleep before the call came in from Dispatch. There were not enough detectives to cover all the calls plus let everyone have two days off in a row. Emilia and Silvio were up next on the rota and she had to go. Somehow, she’d managed to roll out of bed without waking Kurt, scribble him a note, and head out. 

El Loro Rojo receded into the distance. No one else appeared besides the four sops and the nervous Canadian couple. Scrub pines and palms grew on the steep rises that surrounded the lagoon, providing shade and firewood for campers. The skinny beach looked hastily deserted, save for seagulls screeching in a competition for candy wrappers. Litter dotted the sand like abstract white droppings. Any early morning birdwatchers had been warned off by the sight of a marked police car parked by the hostel.

As the group trudged through the sand, they passed a burned-out campfire, rolled up sleeping bags, and two paddleboards stuck upright in the sand. 

“This is our campsite,” the Canadian girl said tearfully. Her boyfriend was sweating and his hands curled into nervous fists.

They kept going, the sand hummocked by wind and leftover footsteps. Emilia saw more than one used condom, as well as a discarded glass syringe winking in the sun next to a broken rubber cord used by junkies to make veins pop for an injection. Pelicans beat their wings as they rose from the sand to the water while seagulls poked at the debris and shrieked at each other.

“It’s over there.” The Canadian girl stopped and pointed to a small orange tent partly obscured by a patch of scrubby pine. 

“Hardly a close neighbor,” Emilia remarked.

The girl looked down. Her boyfriend looked sick.

“Stay with them,” Silvio said to the two uniforms, with a jerk of his chin at the Canadians.

The nylon tent was big enough for two people and some gear. Otherwise there was nothing remarkable about the scene. It was just another hippie camp on the beach. 

Before squatting to open the tent flap, Silvio pulled a pair of latex gloves out of a pocket and put them on. Emilia did the same. 

Silvio’s head and shoulders disappeared inside the tent. A second later his whole body recoiled. 

“Shit,” he exclaimed.

“What is it?” Emilia asked. Few things rattled Silvio.

“Rayos.” Silvio shot to his feet, drew a deep breath, then gave a gruff chuckle. “Don’t see that every day.”

“What is it?” Emilia repeated.

“See for yourself.” Silvio was back in control. “Maybe some sort of ritual killing.” 

He opened the flap for Emilia even as he stripped off one glove and dug out his phone. 

Emilia crawled halfway inside the tent and froze. 

A man’s body lay supine on top of an old sleeping bag, clad in faded jeans and a black tee shirt with some sort of logo on it. The feet were bare. A pair of cross trainers were placed neatly to one side.

The head was severed from the body. Blood had soaked into the sleeping bag and the nylon floor of the tent, forming a rusty stain under the shoulders. The eyes were open and stared blankly at dirty fabric.

Opposite the body, an image of Santa Muerte leered from a frayed poster-sized banner pinned to the tent wall. The Death Saint was depicted as a skeleton in a long hooded robe. The skull face was distorted by a mocking grin. One bony hand held a scythe like a Grim Reaper. The other held a globe to demonstrate the folk saint’s command of the entire world.

Without thinking, Emilia made the Sign of the Cross.

She dimly heard Silvio outside the tent on the phone barking orders for the crime scene techs to hurry the hell out to El Loro Rojo and he didn’t care that it was a fucking Sunday morning. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the Santa Muerte image even as cold sweat drenched her hairline and trickled down her cheek.

Below the banner, several peso coins, a trio of white candles wrapped in black gauze, and a handful of shriveled brown marigolds had been placed on a charred piece of driftwood in a parody of a traditional Day of the Dead altar, known as an ofrenda. Cold candle wax spilled over the gauze and pooled on pieces of paper folded into triangles. 

A small open bottle of tequila lay on the makeshift altar as well. Liquor darkened the tent floor. The sharp smell mixed with the cloying scent of congealed blood, both warmed and exaggerated by the October morning sun. Emilia pulled the neck of her tee shirt up to cover her nose and mouth.

She knew just enough about Santa Muerte to feel her heart race and adrenaline pulse down her spine as she realized what else the ofrenda held. Several muerto skeleton figurines, common items on altars, were nearly hidden under the wilted marigolds. At the end of the month, skeletons made of papier maché dressed in extravagant costumes would be displayed on Day of the Dead ofrendas all over Mexico.

On a traditional October ofrenda, the figurines might represent something related to the deceased, like their occupation, hobby, or pet. But these muertos were simple naked male figures, all painted black. Each was cut into pieces with clean and deliberate slashes through the thick papier maché.

Emilia used a gloved finger to move the bits out from under the marigolds. There were enough to form three full figurines. The resemblance between the broken skeletons and the beheaded body on the sleeping bag was unmistakable.

A gust of ocean breeze caused the side of the tent to billow, the Santa Muerte banner flapping against the fabric. Emilia nearly screamed as the lurid image blew forward and just as quickly receded, as if Santa Muerte had tried to touch her.

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia muttered and gave herself a mental shake even as she felt the cold sweat soak her shirt. A Day of the Dead ofrenda was meant to attract and celebrate the spirits of the deceased. This ofrenda to Santa Muerte was meant to damage them.

Emilia swallowed hard, rifled the dead man’s pockets, and came away empty-handed. She backed out of the tent. 

Silvio pocketed his phone as Emilia stood up. “Techs are on their way,” he said. “What do you make of it?” 

“It’s not the usual thing,” Emilia said shakily. “He didn’t put up a fight. No signs of a struggle. Like he just laid there and let someone cut his throat.”

“He was asleep,” Silvio said. “Drugged. Or passed out drunk.”

“The autopsy will tell,” Emilia said.

“Did you check for identification?”

“Nothing.”

“Needle tracks?” Silvio asked.

“The light’s not good enough to see.” Emilia glanced toward the tent opening. “Did you notice there wasn’t a wetsuit? Not even a pair of board shorts? Whatever else he was doing here, he wasn’t on vacation.”

Silvio stopped to peer inside the tent again. “You’re right.” He straightened. “What do you make of the Santa Muerte display?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Emilia said. “I guess the guy was some sort of worshipper.”

They let the Canadian couple go and dispatched the two uniforms back to the El Loro Rojo hostel to wait for the crime scene techs.

Emilia sat down in the sand, her heart still beating uncomfortably fast. Silvio stayed standing, his back to her as he stared at the ocean churn against the shoreline. Emilia emptied the sand out of her shoes and focused on the water as well, letting her nerves ebb with the rhythm of the water. 

Minutes went by. Silvio checked his watch. “Where the fuck are they?” he grumbled.

Emilia squinted at him. “Long drive out here,” she said. “Took us at least 45 minutes.”

Even closer to the center of Acapulco, the crime scene technicians often didn’t come at all. They weren’t lazy or incompetent. They were simply overloaded with work. 

All the detectives had learned to carry latex gloves and plastic zip-lock bags in their pockets so they could handle any evidence they came across. 

Silvio turned around. “How was your dinner thing yesterday?”

“It was okay,” Emilia said with a sigh. “My food didn’t poison anyone. My mother got a little rattled at one point but Kurt calmed her down.”

“Hollywood offer to buy everybody a hotel?” Silvio snorted with laughter.

It always set Emilia’s teeth on edge when Silvio referred to Kurt as Hollywood. She knew her partner only did that to irritate her; the two men actually got along well.

“So what did you do yesterday?” Emilia countered. “Did you keep your counseling appointment?”

Silvio scratched his cheek. “Busy.”

“That’s the third time you’ve blown off an appointment,” Emilia exclaimed. “What were you doing that kept you so busy?”

“I’ll go when I’m ready to go,” Silvio said.

“You need to do this, Franco.” Emilia pointed at him. “Spending all day in the gym is not a substitute.”

“Leave it alone, Cruz.”

Silvio resumed looking at the ocean. Emilia closed her eyes. It was stupid to argue with the man; his wife Isabel had been killed in a home invasion not long ago and Silvio was still raw with grief. Emilia had helped him make an appointment with the counseling service free to all cops, but Silvio kept rescheduling. A former heavyweight champ, Emilia knew he was spending all his free time at his old gym, sparring with young boxing hopefuls and slapping the speed bag.

His phone rang, startling them both. Silvio answered with a terse “Bueno?” After a moment he broke the connection. “Crime scene techs are at the hostel.”

It took another ten minutes before they saw the uniformed cops approach with a single crime scene tech. 

What a shit job, Emilia thought as she watched the guy in a crime scene paper suit struggle across the sand, weighted down with a heavy case. The techs earned little more than an ordinary beat cop and had to handle dead bodies all day, much of the time in the hot sun. Yet they were subject to the same dangers as other cops in Mexico from drug cartels notorious for targeting cops as a means of intimidating law enforcement.

The uniforms and the tech finally made it to the tent. Emilia and Silvio both knew Bayardo, a young tech with a reputation for being both dependable and thorough.  

“Dead male,” Silvio informed him. “Youngish, probably in his 20’s. Head severed from the body. No other wounds that we could tell.”

Bayardo pulled on gloves, opened the tent flap and crawled in. A moment later, he backed out so rapidly the tent swayed from side to side.

“Madre de Dios,” he exclaimed, his face working with fear. “I’m not touching this shit.”

“Do you need help?” Silvio asked, pulling out another pair of latex gloves from his jacket pocket.

The tech’s eyes bulged. “Do whatever the hell you want. I’m not touching any of it.”

“Hey,” Silvio started and grabbed the man’s arm.

“Forget it.” Bayardo shook off Silvio’s restraining hand. “Report me, I don’t care. I’m not touching any of this shit.”

Before they could react, he picked up his case and loped off across the sand. Without a word, the two uniformed cops took off after him, leaving Emilia and Silvio alone again.

“But this is a crime scene,” Emilia said in disbelief. She’d never seen a tech refuse to catalogue a crime scene before.

“What the fuck?” Silvio swore. He pulled out his phone and jabbed at the buttons. “He hauls all the fucking way out to Coyuca Lagoon and won’t do his fucking job? You bet your ass I’m going to report him.”

Five minutes later Silvio pocketed his phone. “Can you believe it?” he sputtered. “Lab says nothing they can do. Not going to send out anybody else. They’ll pick up whatever we bring in tomorrow.”

“Nice.” Emilia stood up and dusted the sand off the seat of her jeans. “How to guarantee a cold case before we even start.”

“You take some pictures,” Silvio said. “We’ll have to get him out and bag up all the shit.”

Emilia took a deep breath of clean salt air, crawled back into the tent, and snapped pictures of the body and the altar. Santa Muerte’s skeleton grin seemed even more malevolent as it glinted from her phone’s screen.

With that done, she and Silvio each grabbed a corner of the sleeping bag and eased it out of the tent, sliding the body along as if on a stretcher.

The dead man looked even worse in the bright sunlight. The break between the lolling head and the supine body was as pronounced as the breaks between the pieces of broken muertos.

“Look,” Emilia turned the left arm outward to reveal the outline of a dagger inked inside the forearm. “An El Machete tattoo.”

The secretive gang was known to work in and around Acapulco for the violent Zetas cartel. Silvio stooped to take more pictures. “It’s been a while since we’ve seen an El Machete member,” he said. 

Emilia bagged up the Santa Muerte altar. Handling the broken muertos gave her the shivers. The curiously folded papers stuck to the wax candles were covered in handwriting, but she didn’t take the time to read them. Silvio helped her take down the tent and fold it up. 

By the time they were done, the team from the morgue showed up. The morgue workers rolled the corpse into a black plastic body bag, tossed in the dead man’s head, and retraced their steps across the sand.

Emilia glanced back. A small knot of gringos rounded the clump of scrub pine. They stopped by the edge of the water, seemingly nonplussed, as if they’d encountered a signpost with the wrong directions on it.

It was slow going across the ridges of sand, following the morgue workers and the body bag swinging between them. Emilia stopped to take off her loafers. When she looked back again, the people had disappeared, as if the ocean had swallowed them up.
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Back in the hostel dining room, Herman and Itzel Schmidt stared at the pictures on Emilia’s phone display. 

“Do you recognize him?” Silvio asked as Emilia flicked through the picture gallery to show them the face of the dead man and his El Machete tattoo. “Seen him around in the past couple of days?”

Itzel made a small sound. Herman looked at her. When Itzel gave her head a tiny shake, the German visibly relaxed. “No, we don’t recognize him,” Herman said.

“What about the tattoo?” Emilia pressed.

Once again, Herman looked at Itzel for a signal, then answered for both of them. “No, we’ve never seen anyone with that tattoo.”

“We’ll just take a last look around and be off,” Silvio said. “Someone will probably be back tomorrow to follow up.”

Emilia watched Itzel disappear into the kitchen. Herman stood up and said he’d show them the outdoor facilities the campers and beach-goers used. 

There were two smaller square buildings outside the main guest house that served as toilet and shower facilities for men and women. 

“Yours,” Silvio said shortly. He jerked his thumb at the door to the women’s outhouse and disappeared into the men’s.

Emilia pushed open the outhouse door. The interior was dark, with the only light coming from a small window high on the wall covered by a fine metal mesh. It was a cross between an outhouse and a locker room, with two toilet stalls, an open shower stall, three sinks, and a couple of cubbies ostensibly for storing clothes and towels. The place had that particular smell of sewage and salt that Emilia always associated with beach outhouses. She pushed open the doors to the stalls to make sure the place was empty.

A retching noise came from the last stall. The door was latched. Emilia peered under it to see a pair of stained canvas basketball sneakers. She tapped on the door. “Hello?”

The toilet flushed. 

Emilia waited.

The stall door opened and a young man stumbled out. He looked around, clearly confused. Or drunk. Or high.

His eyes were bloodshot, as if he’d been crying. He had short dark hair, rough stubble on his chin, a tee shirt flecked with rust, and a knapsack slung over one shoulder. The knees of his jeans were stiff and bloodstained. She realized that his hands were spattered with dark stains as well.

Emilia barely had time to shout “Silvio!” before the kid swung at her. She managed to turn and his fist connected with her shoulder rather than her face. The force of the blow sent Emilia reeling backwards into a big metal trash can that clanged onto the cement floor, taking Emilia down with it. Foul-smelling garbage spilled over her jeans as she flailed for a handhold that wasn’t there. Emilia ended up sprawled between the wall and the sink with the big metal can rocking crazily beside her, 

Mouth open, the kid stared dumbly as Emilia scrambled to her feet, then he lunged for the outhouse door and got it open. As he shot out, his backpack caught on the edge of the door and he was yanked backwards.

Emilia got her hand on the backpack and pulled. The kid flailed wildly, catching her on the cheekbone with his fist and on her shins with his feet. Emilia hung on. He dragged her through the door as they tripped over each other, rolled down the concrete steps, and into the sandy seagrass between the two outhouses.

He fought like a man possessed but without skill. Emilia managed to wrestle him facedown with one arm twisted behind his back, his wrist nearly touching the opposite ear. 

“Silvio!” she hollered breathlessly and suddenly the big detective was there. As he bent to slap on the cuffs, the kid reared up with astonishing strength and spilled Emilia off. She landed in a heap in time to see Silvio rear back, a hand to his nose. 

The boy scuttled sideways like a crazed crab. Emilia threw herself after him and missed, landing on her stomach in the sand, but Silvio moved with his own brand of astonishing speed and caught the kid’s ankle. As Emilia watched through a film of grit, Silvio managed to get a solid grip on the kid and swung him headfirst against the steps. Skull rapped against concrete and the kid went limp.

“Is he dead?” Emilia gasped. The entire episode took mere seconds.

Silvio felt the neck for a pulse. “No, he’s just out for awhile.” He pulled the knapsack off the guy and tossed it to Emilia. “Where did you find him?”

“He was throwing up in the women’s toilets,” Emilia said. “Check out his pants.”

“Rayos,” Silvio swore as he rolled the kid onto his back to cuff him and saw the blood-stained jeans. “I think you just caught yourself a killer, Cruz.”

The kid moaned and blinked.

“Come on, you pendejo.” Silvio hauled the kid to his feet. “We’re the police and you’re fucked.”

The kid began to cry. Emilia carried the knapsack as they propelled the boy into the hostel. The fight had gone out of him and he swayed between them like a drunken sailor. 

They hauled him into the dining room and plopped him into a chair. Herman and Itzel rushed out of the kitchen. Silvio kept a firm grasp on the kid. “Do you know who this is?” he asked.

“This is Marco,” Herman said slowly. 

“Just Marco?” Silvio asked.

Herman looked at his wife. 

“None of these kids have other names,” Itzel mumbled.

“How long has he been around here?” Emilia asked. 

Herman cleared his throat.

“A day or two.” Itzel eyed the boy. “He paid to use the showers and the toilet. That’s all.”

Silvio’s hand on his shoulder kept the kid upright and in the chair.

“Marco, let’s talk for a minute.” Emilia pulled out another chair and sat facing him. “Is that your real name?”

“Leave me alone,” he sniffled.

“What’s your name?” Emilia asked.

“Leave me alone,” Marco repeated. 

Silvio slapped him. “She asked you a question, cabrón.”

Marco sobbed silently, cuffed hands behind his back. 

Emilia stood up. The kid’s teeth were beginning to chatter with shock and Silvio was on a hair trigger. The combination didn’t need to be on display in some crap beach hostel. “Let’s get him back to the station,” she said.

Silvio looked at the Schmidts. “If anybody comes asking for him, call us. I gave you both our numbers.”

“These kids got nobody,” Herman lamented, spokesman for the older couple again. “They just drift. Some of them make a living with drugs to the tourists. Or steal.”

Silvio hoisted Marco up. The kid sagged in Silvio’s grip like a sack of onions.

Emilia helped him into the back of Silvio’s unmarked police sedan. All of the evidence bags were already in the trunk. Silvio cranked the engine and swung out of the El Loro Rojo’s rutted drive.

“Please don’t arrest me,” Marco mumbled. “I’ll never get her back.”

Emilia turned around to look at him as the sedan bounced onto the highway and headed east toward Acapulco. “Get who back?”

Marco curled onto the back seat, tears streaking through the grime on his cheeks. “He made me.”

“Who?” Emilia pressed. “Who made you do it?

But the kid was asleep, mouth slightly open and pressed against the car upholstery. His jeans smelled like blood and vomit.

“Rayos,” Silvio swore in disgust.

☼

“New boyfriend, Cruz?” Valdez, the uniformed holding cell guard who’d been unlucky enough to pull a Sunday shift, was a stocky beat cop who’d been shot and now walked a desk. In the past two years his attitude toward Emilia as the first and only female detective had gone from outright hostility to grudging acceptance. He unlocked a cell door as Emilia shoved Marco forward. 

“Sure,” Emilia said. She uncuffed Marco and made sure the bars locked behind him. The kid shuffled over to the wooden bench bolted to the wall and curled into a fetal position, arms wrapped around his knees. 

He’d slept the entire hour it took them to drive in from Coyuca Lagoon through Sunday afternoon traffic jammed with tour buses, lost drivers, and beach-bound pedestrians. It was just enough time for a lump to rise on Emilia’s cheekbone and her muscles to stiffen from the roll down those maldita concrete steps. All she wanted to do was go home and take a hot bath but hours of interrogation loomed ahead.

“You need anything?” she asked through the bars.

Marco ignored her.

Emilia turned to Valdez. “He’s probably coming out of a meth high.”

“Does he got a name?” Valdez asked.

“So far, all we have is Marco,” Emilia said. “Won’t give us anything else.”

“What do I log him in for?” 

“Murder of an El Machete gang member,” Emilia said. 

“No kidding,” Valdez marveled. “Really got to be whacked out on meth or just fucking crazy to take them on.”

“Probably both.” Emilia shot him with her thumb and forefinger. “Get his prints and keep an eye on him until somebody comes and gets him for interrogation.”

She headed down the hall to the detectives’ squadroom, yet again surprised at how clean it looked. In just a few short weeks, the new lieutenant, Baez, had found funds to have the place painted and cleaned. All the furniture had been rearranged and a conference table installed. Next, he’d upgraded all the computers and brought in huge bulletin boards where photographs, drawings, maps, and other detritus from unsolvable cases were on display.

Some of Emilia’s stiffness was erased by the scent of a fresh pot of coffee. The door to Lieutenant Baez’s office was open but the room was dark.

Silvio wasn’t at his desk, which was pushed nose-to-nose with Emilia’s, but he’d dumped all of the evidence bags and Marco’s knapsack on her desk and chair. Over by the copier, Macias and Sandor were arranging photos on a board, both in rolled shirtsleeves and shoulder holsters. They were good cops and partners since before Emilia had shown up in the detectives squadroom. Neither was a friend, but they were less hostile to her as the lone female detective than some others.

“Anybody see Silvio?” Emilia asked. 

Macias turned around. “He said something about El Machete and walked out.” 

Emilia took off her jacket, draped it over the back of her chair, and found her mug. “What are you two doing here on a Sunday?” 

“Body hanging from a billboard this side of the Maxitunel,” Sandor said as he pinned a picture to the wall above the copier.

Emilia walked over to see the day’s latest murder. Two or three a day was the norm, a volume that far outstripped the police department’s investigative capacity, but today Acapulco was getting a head start on violence. 

Sandor’s photograph was as unnerving as the beheaded body and ofrenda to Santa Muerte. Against a bright blue sky, a mutilated naked male body swung upside down below a billboard advertising real estate services. Clearly visible to drivers, the billboard stood on a thick metal pole and soared high above the buildings along the road. The pole was fitted with rungs and a wire ledge rimmed the bottom of the billboard so workers could climb up and stand on the ledge to change the advertisement. A rope was knotted over the ledge and the body dangled in the air, bound by the ankles. The arms hung down, partially obscuring a bloody face.

“Nose and penis cut off,” Macias said.

“Madre de Dios.” Emilia took a step back. “He had enemies. Was there a narcomanta?” 

Display killings, like a body hanging from a billboard, were often accompanied by a narcomanta, a banner spelling out a threat or justification from one cartel to another. Other banners proclaimed that the dramatic display was the punishment a cartel meted out to those who helped rivals or law enforcement. 

“Body was the narcomanta,” Sandor said. “Check it out.”

He pinned a close-up shot of the man’s torso to the bulletin board. The number 9 was crudely cut into the flesh.

“Nine?” Emilia asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Good question,” Sandor said. 

“Expect it to be all over tomorrow’s front pages,” Macias said. “Nothing attracts a crowd like a body swinging from a billboard.”

Both Macias and Sandor were in their mid-30’s and college graduates. Macias was the best looking detective in the squadroom, with wavy hair and deep set eyes while Sandor’s straight eyebrows and full lips made him look younger than he was. Emilia didn’t know if either of them had a personal life. The two were always together and a little apart from the rest of the squadroom.

Emilia stepped to the coffeemaker and poured herself a cup. “Did Lieutenant Baez come in, too?” she asked.

“Nice to know the guy will work on a Sunday.” Sandor tapped the photograph, the stiff paper twanging against the wall. “Guess where he is.”

“Chief Salazar’s office,” Emilia said.

Macias gave a short bark of a laugh. “You’re slipping, Cruz,” he said. “Guess again.”

“No,” Emilia groaned. “The mayor’s office.”

The drug cartel violence raging in Acapulco’s poorer neighborhoods had pushed the city onto a norteamericano news channel’s list of the Top 10 Most Dangerous Cities in the World, but Mayor Carlota Montoya Perez was still touting the city as a venue for the Olympics. Carlota had already hosted one Olympic exploratory committee visit and abhorred anything that made Acapulco look bad. High profile crime earned the police department a tongue-lashing as well as none-too-subtle attempts to downplay problems or ignore them. 

Macias eyed the heap of evidence bags on Emilia’s desk. “What have you got?”

“A kid killed an El Machete gang member out on Coyuca Lagoon,” Emilia said. The hot coffee helped ease the soreness from the fight with Marco. “We’ve got him in the holding cell, covered in the victim’s blood. I’m guessing he was on a meth high and looking for another score.”

“Cruz and Silvio for the easy win,” Macias said with mock jealousy. There was often a not-so-friendly rivalry between the teams of detectives over case closure rates. Emilia and Silvio consistently closed out the highest number of their cases; even so they barely made it to ten percent.

“When Silvio gets back we’ll talk to the kid,” Emilia said. “The crime scene was strange. A tent on the beach. Either the victim or the doer had set up an altar to Santa Muerte.” She gestured to the pile of evidence bags. “Bayardo showed up for the crime scene techs but he wouldn’t touch any of it. Silvio and I had to bag it all up and bring it back.”

“Santa Muerte?” Macias frowned. “Patron saint of every drug cartel in Mexico. Just what we need around here.”

Emilia finished the coffee and went back to her desk, which bumped up against Silvio’s so they could speak face-to-face across a double desk wasteland of computer screens, paperwork, and fast food wrappers. She shoved Marco’s knapsack off her swivel chair and onto the floor, unlocked her desk drawer and dumped her purse on top of the thick binder containing the Las Perdidas records. Besides the playing cards she’d shown to Sophia and Ernesto yesterday, she hadn’t made a dent in the hunt for Acapulco’s missing women in weeks.

Emilia sank into her swivel chair, kicking aside the knapsack under the desk in the process, and balefully eyed the heap of evidence bags. 

Again, the black and broken muertos made her shiver but the scraps of paper stuck to the black-wrapped candles intrigued her. She pulled on a pair of latex gloves, opened the bag with the candles, and peeled away three small scraps of paper folded into triangles.

The paper was flimsy and lined, like schoolchildren used, with spidery letters printed in blue ink. Emilia unfolded the first. 

Sainted Santa Muerte. Cast Your divine protection over your believers. Bring anguish and destruction to Your enemies and to all they hold dear. Destroy those who seek to destroy Your will. In the complete destruction of Our enemies Your disciples will find mercy and redemption.

Emilia felt an icy touch slide up her spine, as if by simply reading the prayer its evil intention had rubbed off on her. The second was a similar plea for the folk saint to destroy enemies and nonbelievers. She unfolded the last note.

A paper bag sailed through the air and landed on her desk with a thump. Emilia flinched, gave a small shriek and dropped the paper.

Silvio guffawed as he settled into his desk chair.

“Madre de Dios!” Emilia exclaimed. “You are such a pendejo, Franco.”

“You can thank me later,” Silvio said. He opened a paper bag of his own and pulled out a double order of fish tacos. 

The smell was tantalizing and Emilia realized that neither of them had eaten anything all day. She shoved the notes aside, stripped off her latex gloves, and opened the greasy bag.

Silvio rolled a bottle of sparkling water across their desks to Emilia. “I think the El Machete victim was probably selling meth to campers like the Canadian couple.”

Emilia twisted the cap off the bottle. The seal broke with a sigh of escaping carbonation. She washed down crisp fish and warm tortilla. “You think the kid killed him because he couldn’t pay?” she asked after she’d swallowed.

Silvio drank down half a cola. “Probably.”

“Okay.” Emilia wiped her hands on a wrinkled paper napkin from the bottom of the tacos bag. “But if our victim was dealing, why scare away customers with a strange ofrenda to Santa Muerte in the middle of Coyuca Lagoon?”

“Santa Muerte is a folk saint,” Silvio said. “Everybody knows that it’s become a cartel talisman. Maybe the victim was a disciple. Or maybe the kid who killed him set it up. A way to atone.”

“Well, whoever did it, they had to haul all this crap out across the beach.” Emilia waved at the evidence bags on her desk. “That took real dedication.”

“Done?” Silvio wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, wadded up the paper bag, and neatly flicked it into the trash can by the copier. “Let’s get a few answers out of Marco with the no last name.”

“Hey, uh, Detective Cruz.” It was Valdez, the holding cell guard. He was a rare visitor to the detectives squadroom.

“Valdez.” Silvio stood up. “How’s it going?”

The tubby uniformed cop looked sick. “The kid you brought in.”

“Did you get his prints?” Emilia asked.

Valdez shook his head. “He’s dead.”
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Throughout the selection process for the position of chief of detectives, neither Emilia nor Silvio needed to remind either Chief Salazar or Obregon of the deal they’d struck weeks before. The two detectives would choose the new lieutenant and in return did not make public the details of a money laundering operation Salazar and Obregon had been running through the El Pharaoh casino. 

Emilia and Silvio had both liked Lieutenant Juan Luis Baez’s impeccable record and professional approach to investigations. He’d been the head of a Financial Crimes unit in Mexico City before applying for the Acapulco position through a national police program that sought to reduce corruption by encouraging senior officers to take rotational assignments. Plus, the man had done his homework when it came to the types of cases the detectives squadroom handled and wasn’t surprised when two potential subordinates ran his interview panel. 

Chief of Police Salazar questioned if Baez’s financial background and lack of recent street work was the right fit, but approved the selection, as did Victor Obregon Sosa, head of the police union for the state of Guerrero. 

On Monday morning, Emilia grabbed the coffee cup and notebook from her desk and slid into a seat next to Silvio just as Lieutenant Baez came out of his office with a messy sheaf of papers. A handsome man with thick wavy hair, deep-set eyes, and a slightly thickening waistline, he sat at the head of the table on the stroke
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