

    
        
          43 Missing

        

        
        
          Detective Emilia Cruz, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Carmen Amato

        

        
          Published by Laurel & Croton, 2025.

        

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Keep far from the man who has power to kill, and you will not be filled with the fear of death.
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Sirach 9:13

~
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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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Ready, Emilia Cruz Encinos told herself. Absolutely ready. 

Her fingers beat a nervous tattoo on the steering wheel as she waited for the heavy steel gate to roll aside. With a final groan of metal-on-metal, it locked into the open position. Emilia took her foot off the brake and the heavy Suburban lumbered past the high concrete wall surrounding the police station in central Acapulco. 

The uniform assigned to the guard shack trotted to the driver’s window, forcing Emilia to stop and roll down her window. “Hey, Detective Cruz,” he said. “Haven’t seen you around lately. Been on vacation?”

“Sure,” Emilia lied. “What’s new?”

“Lieutenant Silvio’s kicking ass and taking names,” the uniform said, eyeing her with interest. 

“Like nobody expected that,” Emilia heard herself say. His face was familiar but she didn’t know him well. 

The uniformed officer gave an awkward laugh, slapped the Suburban’s white paint, and went back to his post.

It was very early and the parking lot behind the squat stucco building was mostly empty. Emilia tucked the Suburban into a space, killed the engine, and gulped air. Her heart was racing, which was ridiculous. She was a detective who knew how to do hard things, going back to work.

In more than 12 years, she’d only taken two breaks, both after being injured in the line of duty. 

The first time she’d been shot. 

This time was . . . worse.

Her eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. The uniform was watching her from the guard shack. With exaggerated gestures for his benefit, Emilia remade her ponytail, as if her hair was responsible for the delay in getting out of the car. Giving her hands something to do helped focus her breathing. 

Emilia finally grabbed her shoulder bag from the passenger seat, and got out of the vehicle. In black jeans, loafers, denim jacket buttoned over her empty shoulder holster, and her detective badge on its lanyard around her neck, she could pretend it was just another day.

Because she was ready.

Emilia forced a tough strut into her walk as she crossed the parking lot and yanked open the rear door into the station.

Puentes, a young uniformed officer, was behind the holding cell desk. He gave a start when he saw her.

She shot him with her thumb and forefinger, the same as always. 

“Detective Cruz,” Puentes said haltingly.

I’m not going to shoot you. Emilia smiled, although her face felt brittle and her heart still thumped uncomfortably fast. “How are you doing?” she asked.

“Good, good.” Puentes took a step away from the counter, putting more distance between them. “You?”

“Glad to be back.” Emilia felt his eyes follow her down the hall to the detectives squadroom. Puentes had seen her pull a gun on another cop. Emilia had been a fool to react to the garbage coming out of Detective Gomez’s mouth, but the fear on that pendejo’s face had been worth the mess that followed. 

She pushed open the door and relaxed a fraction when she saw that the squadroom was empty. 

The big space had been updated by the previous chief of detectives, Lieutenant Baez, but it looked even better than Emilia remembered. More organized. The walls were plastered with pictures and evidence cards from current investigations, but everything was aligned instead of the usual jumble of tacks and scribbles. The dozen metal desks each boasted two monitors. In the far corner, chairs upholstered in gray tweed ringed a sleek conference table. On the other side of the room, near the copier, a matching dark wood hutch held the coffee maker, a tray of clean mugs, and a built-in mini refrigerator.

Madre de Dios. New computers? A refrigerator?

“Cruz.” Her former partner, Franco Silvio, filled the doorway to the lieutenant’s office. “Grab a cup of coffee. We can talk before the rest of the crew reports in.”

“Morning meeting still at 9:00 am?” Emilia asked breezily, like it was an ordinary Monday. 

“Same as before,” Silvio said.

Emilia dropped her shoulder bag on her desk and got herself a cup of fresh coffee. Silvio must have just made it, knowing she was coming in early.

A good sign.

She followed him into the office, past the placard on the door reading Lieutenant Franco Silvio. He closed the door and pointed to the pair of tweed chairs for visitors. As Emilia sat, he went behind the wide desk, coffee cup in hand.

Silvio’s new responsibilities fit him well; he’d traded in his white tee shirt for the same color button-down, but still wore jeans and a shoulder holster and gun. The wiry crew cut, surly expression, and heavyweight boxer’s physique remained unchanged. 

“How are you doing?” he asked. 

“Great, just great,” Emilia caroled. “How’s it feel to finally be the grand jefe?” 

Everyone had known Silvio was long overdue for promotion even before she become his partner. His storied past, as well as a campaign to derail his career by the head of the police union, had kept him on the street until his talents won out. 

“Finally getting some respect around here,” Silvio joked but his expression wasn’t light. “Been a little worried about you, Cruz.”

“I’m ready to hit the ground running,” Emilia said. She unbuttoned her jacket so he could see the empty shoulder holster. “Do you have my weapon?”

“Later.” Silvio slid a folder towards her. “Here’s your next assignment.”

The desk was that of a busy man, with stacks of case files and random pads and printouts. The walls of the small office were newly painted and a framed poster announcing a championship match hung on the wall over a filing cabinet. Emilia recognized it from the room in Silvio’s house where he kept his boxing memorabilia. That fight had been his last on the professional circuit in Mexico.

There were no other decorations. No picture of Isabel, his late wife.

Emilia put down her mug on the desk, next to a brass lamp casting a soft glow over the piles of papers. “The El Acólito case, right?”

“Nope,” Silvio said smugly. “The national task force.” 

“Task force?” Emilia exclaimed. “Is the El Acólito investigation a national task force and nobody told me?”

Silvio shoved the file folder closer to her. “No, it’s the Amistad 43 case in Michoacán.” he said. “The one and only national task force.”

Emilia blinked at him. “Seriously?”

“Any detective would give their right arm to get this kind of career shot,” Silvio went on. “Not to mention an all expenses paid trip to Mexico City.”

“I can’t go to Mexico City,” Emilia said, still not quite taking in his words. The Amistad 43 task force was a big deal. The media in Mexico had been talking about it for weeks.

“You have a week to get yourself together,” Silvio said.

Emilia flapped a hand at the door to the squadroom. “No, I’m working the El Acólito case right here.” 

“You’re not fit for duty,” Silvio said bluntly. “No armed assignment.”

“Six weeks administrative leave,” Emilia countered. “I did everything I was supposed to do.”

“You never talked to the police counselor about what happened,” Silvio said.

“I’ve done nothing but talk my head off about it,” Emilia said, but her voice sounded uncertain in her own ears.

“I got nothing official, Cruz,” Silvio said. “No doctor sign-off. Nothing.”

“Nobody made you go to counseling after Isabel died.” Emilia went into attack mode. Taking orders from her former partner was going to be bad enough, but at least Silvio should understand what she had to do. After, all, when his wife was murdered, he’d gone after the killer.

“Lieutenant Baez didn’t make it mandatory,” Silvio said.

“I covered for you,” Emilia pointed out. “When Baez asked if you had anger issues, I said no, Franco’s just being his normal pendejo self, he’ll be fine.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“But I did,” Emilia said. “You owe me, Franco.”

Silvio calmly folded his arms, heavy muscles straining the rolled sleeves of his shirt. “You have to be cleared by the police counselor before you can come back to the squadroom.”

Emilia pressed a hand to her head. A vein throbbed with anger under her finger. He didn’t use it much, but she knew Silvio had a heart buried under the stone face and mountain of muscle.

“Franco,” she said, forcing herself to sound calm. “I’m here to find El Acólito. He’s been running around free for six weeks. Who knows how many more people he’s killed, raped, or sold. All I want to do is find him. There’s no need to play games.”

“I busted my ass to get you on the national task force,” Silvio said, unmoved by her reassuring tone. “You need something that gets you away from Acapulco and time to get past what happened. The federales are on the El Acólito case. They’re handling it.”

“If I go, and I’m not saying I will,” Emilia said. “Will I have access to the El Acólito files? Can I be working with the federales? If not, you know they’ll fuck it up somehow. They always do. Giving up our jurisdiction—.” 

“Stop right there, Cruz,” Silvio interrupted. “The bottom line is that the El Acólito investigation isn’t your turf. Never going to be. I won’t have you involved again.”

So much for wheedling. Emilia’s temper exploded. “Who are you to tell me—.” 

“I’m the fucking chief of detectives for the city of Acapulco.” Silvio slammed his hand down on the desk, making the two mugs rattle. “It’s my responsibility to make the assignments around here. Take it in, Cruz, that’s the way things are now.”

Emilia clenched her fists. “That’s not fair, Franco, and you know it. I deserve—.”

“How’s Hollywood handling things?” Silvio interrupted. “This task force is as much of a favor to him as it is to you. You’re probably turning his hair gray.”

Silvio’s nickname for hotel manager Kurt Rucker often irritated Emilia but this time it stopped her in her tracks. “I . . . I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks,” she admitted. 

“Hollywood’s been travelling?”

“I moved out.”

“You moved out of the Palacio Real?”

“Yes.” Emilia had traded the penthouse apartment she shared with Kurt on the top floor of the Palacio Real on Punta Diamante for a monk’s cell in the rectory of San Pedro de los Pinos. It was much easier to hide from her life in a church than in Acapulco’s most luxurious hotel. 

Silvio spun his chair, tapped his keyboard, and swiveled the screen to show Emilia a spreadsheet. “You didn’t register a change of address.” 

“I’m . . . it’s a temporary place,” Emilia mumbled. She couldn’t stay in the rectory forever. “I’ll do it when I’m settled.” 

“What about your car?” Silvio demanded.

“My car?” After everything that had happened, the clunky old Suburban’s fate was the last thing Emilia was worried about.

“You’re responsible for an official vehicle.” He thrust a thick finger at the screen. “We’re supposed to know where it is at all times.”

Emilia snorted. “Aren’t you the petty bureaucrat all of a sudden.” 

“Okay, Cruz,” Silvio said, tamping down his obvious annoyance. “We’ll sort it out later. The important thing is this task force assignment. You could be the cop that solves the riddle.”

“You’re sure that’s what this is?” Emilia narrowed her eyes at him in suspicion. “The Amistad 43?”

“Yes.”

Emilia opened the folder, curious in spite of herself. Like everyone else in Mexico, she’d seen the news reports about the task force. It was a last-ditch effort to investigate the disappearance of 43 students from a rural teaching college from the village of Amistad in the state of Michoacán. The students had gone to Lindavista, a nearby city of about 80,000, to commandeer buses for a trip to a protest rally in Mexico City. But they’d been intercepted by local police, rounded up, and turned over to a drug gang. 

The students were never seen again. 

The Mexican Attorney General’s office was under fire for fumbling multiple efforts to find out what happened. The task force would be the fourth investigation into the case in a year and a half. 

The first investigation had taken place under the auspices of local law enforcement in Lindavista, assisted by the federale police and dogged by charges of collusion with the drug gang. When that petered out without finding either the students or their bodies, the Attorney General’s office asked the Mexican Army to step in. The federales and the Army battled over jurisdiction, made three arrests in six months, and uncovered dozens of bodies in mass graves scattered across the state of Michoacán, none of which proved to be those of the 43 missing. 

The third effort was a high-profile investigation sponsored by the Organization of American States. Eight senior law enforcement and justice department officials from as many Spanish-speaking countries descended on Mexico City to review the documentation and conduct a neutral investigation. After two weeks, they held a press conference, accused the Mexican government of stonewalling the effort, and closed up shop. 

The international press sided with the Organization of American States and excoriated the Attorney General, providing an opening for the families of the 43 missing to renew their calls for transparency and accountability. As all of Mexico watched in anger, the narrative shifted from finding the 43 missing students, to protecting the current administration’s shaky reputation. 

The latest effort would create a task force of experienced law enforcement officials from across Mexico with no previous ties to the case. The hopes, not only of the families, but of a nation were riding on it. Being chosen as a member of the task force would have enormous career implications.

“No cop in their right mind is going to pass up a chance like this,” Silvio went on. “This is the investigation of the century. Chief Salazar already sent your bio to the Attorney General’s office in Mexico City. Plan for at least 90 days there.”

“Three months?” The compressed timeline, coupled with a rush of self-doubt that this was more responsibility than she could handle, set Emilia off again. “I’m not going to Mexico City for three months,” she said. “I want to be here, hunting for El Acólito. Listen, I don’t need a new partner. I’ll work alone. Liaise with the federales if you want. But it’s my case. I have to find him.” 

Emilia slapped the folder closed and tossed it onto the desk, knocking into Silvio’s coffee cup.

“You’re not listening!” Silvio caught the mug as it skittered off the desk. “You’re assigned to the Attorney General’s task force to investigate the missing 43 students from Amistad. Effective immediately.”

“Tell Chief Salazar to send somebody else.” 

“How many different ways do I have to tell you, Cruz?” Silvio thundered. “You’re not cleared to work on the street. You didn’t talk to the doctor. I can’t have you in the squadroom. Not yet.”

“What are you saying?” Emilia demanded. “I’m too fucked up to stay in Acapulco?”

Silvio scowled. “I’m saying use the time in Mexico City to get your head together.”

“Now that you’re the big jefe,” Emilia spat. “You’ve forgotten what it’s like to work a case, is that it? Or is this your chance to finally get a woman out of the detectives squadroom?”

Silvio scooped up a pen and a spiral notepad and whipped them across the desk top. Emilia barely had time to react, just managing to snatch the pen out of the air before it hit her in the head. The blur of paper landed in her lap. 

“What the fuck, Franco?” Emilia exclaimed.

“It’s either the task force,” Silvio said with iron in his voice. “Or write out your resignation.”

Emilia gaped at him. It slowly dawned on her that he was serious.

“Now,” Silvio said.

“Impressive leadership style,” Emilia said shakily. 

Silvio put his hands flat on the desk and waited, just like she’d seen him wait out suspects in an interrogation room. 

Emilia shoved the notepad and pen to the floor, picked up the folder, and stood. “Thanks for the exile, Lieutenant.” She loaded the last word with as much topspin as she could. 

Silvio got to his feet. “Look, this is not how I wanted the conversation to go.”

“Poor you,” Emilia mocked.

“If you run into problems, call Lieutenant Baez. He’s in Mexico City now.” 

“I know.” 

Silvio held out his hand to her.

Emilia shook her head, her whole body tight with anger. Silvio didn’t move.

She finally slid a hand into his, expecting an impatient clench. To her surprise, Silvio pulled her into an awkward hug. Emilia broke away first.

“When I’m in Mexico City,” she said, one hand on the doorknob. “Will you call if anything happens with El Acólito? Like, an arrest?”

“If I can.” Silvio ran a hand through his bristly crew cut. “Call the police counselor before you go.”

“Sure.”

“Emilia,” Silvio said. “Until you do, they’re not going to give you a medical clearance. Or your gun.”

“Good to know.” Emilia wrenched open the door, grabbed her shoulder bag and left the squadroom.

She shot Puentes with her thumb and forefinger as she charged past him at the holding cell desk. 

Once in the Suburban, Emilia cranked the air conditioning until it rattled the folder she’d dumped on the passenger seat. As her anger cooled, she realized that Silvio had unwittingly handed her a gift.

El Acólito used to live in Mexico City.
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“It’s been six weeks,” said Emilia. “Nothing’s changed because of this new assignment. I’ll find my brother and when I do, I’m going to kill him.”

“Will that make you happy?” the counselor asked.

“It will even the score,” Emilia replied.

The counselor didn’t respond.

Emilia waited defiantly, shoulders tight, jaw tight. 

Perched in the opposite corner of the room, the counselor sat in shadow, so that Emilia couldn’t see her face. Didn’t know if the woman was young or old, or if her expression ever changed. 

“He’s a rapist and a murderer and a human trafficker,” Emilia said finally, unable to take the silence any more.

“Who raped you,” the counselor said. Her tone was matter-of-fact.

“Among others,” Emilia snapped. “He doesn’t deserve to live.” 

“Why won’t you say his real name?” the counselor asked. “El Acólito is the name of a Santa Muerte priest, a persona. A role he plays to lure women into his trafficking net.”

Emilia wanted to haul the counselor into the light. Shout in the woman’s face that the fear had nearly crushed her. Show the scar on her arm where she’d tried to break the chain. Tell about the gun in her face. How she knew he was going to pull the trigger. About the image she’d held in her mind for courage.

“He doesn’t deserve the respect of a name,” Emilia said. “He was called after an honorable man. Raphael Gamboa Escobar sounds too good for him.”

“When he was an actor he called himself Rafa Gamboa,” the counselor said. “Does Sophia know that?”

“My mother?” Emilia gave a harsh laugh. “She gave him away when he was three and spent the next 30 years pretending he never existed.”

“Do you hate her for it?”

“I don’t know,” Emilia admitted. 

“If she hadn’t,” the counselor offered. “Little Ernesto would never have grown up as Rafa Gamboa Escobar or turned himself into El Acólito.”

“Probably not.”

“So is she indirectly responsible for what happened to you?” On the other side of the room, the counselor shifted in her chair. Her face remained in shadow. 

“I don’t know,” Emilia said again. It was a good expression to hide behind.

Blocks of white from the single window formed a pattern on the floor; a no-man’s-land separating the two women in the dim room. The light was harsh and opaque, as if they were far from Acapulco and the Pacific coast’s perpetual gleam of cobalt sky reflecting off turquoise ocean. 

Everything else in the room was gray. Gray walls. Gray shadows. 

“Sooner or later you’re going to have to come to terms with what Sophia did,” the counselor said.

A clock ticked. The sound was muffled and far away.

“I could forgive my mother for giving away her child,” Emilia admitted. “Her husband had just died in a horrible accident. She couldn’t deal with two toddlers. Karina Escobar de la Vega was alone and grieving, too. With no children. When Sophia offered, Karina took my brother. Because he was crying and I wasn’t.”

“You were two years old. He was three. Do you wish Karina had taken you instead?”

“Yes.”

The word hung in the air, twisting in the cruel squares of light between opposing corners. 

“How does that make you feel?” the counselor asked.

Emilia straightened in her chair, knowing she was a mess and not just emotionally. She should have worn armor to this session, not just a white tank top, jeans, and sandals. 

“And?” the counselor repeated, as if Emilia’s answer was the most important thing she’d hear all day.

“I would have grown up in Karina’s wonderful house in Las Brisas,” Emilia said. “I would have had a father. Travelled. Competed at sports. Gone to college.”

“Had a quinceañera party when you turned 15.” The counselor took up the list. “Got married instead of working to support your mother.”

“That’s right,” Emilia said. “If Karina had chosen me, I wouldn’t have grown up with a demented mother in my uncle’s apartment. Sold candy at the entrance to the Maxitunel to pay my school fees because she wouldn’t work. I could have been more than a beat cop, peeling dead bodies off sidewalks and wrestling drunks.”

“A beat cop who literally fought her way into the detectives squadroom,” the counselor said. “Although sometimes I think you’ve enjoyed that.”

“I can hold my own,” Emilia said.

“Tell me about Kurt Rucker,” the counselor said.

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

“You left him,” the counselor went on. “Certainly rich gringos are hard to come by for Mexican girls from the street like you.”

“That’s not the kind of relationship we have,” Emilia said. 

“You told Kurt you needed time to figure things out.” The counselor was mocking her now. “But after six weeks all you can say is nothing has changed.”

Emilia pressed her hands between her knees and stared at the dust motes swirling gently through the air. Her eyes followed them down. They’d come from somewhere in the shadows. Eventually they were all consumed by the light stamped across the floor.

“I can understand why you’d punish Sophia,” the counselor said. “She tricked you. Used you, even as a child.”

Emilia shrugged, eyes still on the doomed fragments of dust.

“But what are you punishing Kurt Rucker for?”

Emilia looked up. “I hate you,” she said.

“Is he too blonde?” the counselor asked remorselessly. “Too smart? Too strong? Too rich and accomplished? Are you punishing him for loving you?” 

“Stop it,” Emilia said.

From her dim corner, the counselor gave a little laugh of triumph. “No,” she said, drawing out the word. “You’re punishing yourself for loving him.”

“This was supposed to be a conversation about me going back to work,” Emilia said angrily.

“It is,” the counselor said. “You’ve already traded your family and your lover for a shot at revenge. Will you also trade your job for a chance to find and kill Rafa Gamboa?”

“I know what you’re trying to do,” Emilia said.

“If you did, we wouldn’t be here,” the counselor replied.
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Emilia waited impatiently on the jetway, squeezed between groups of noisy tourists. At any moment, she expected to see Silvio race down the corridor, flash his badge, and yank her out of line. 

The key to Rafa Gamboa Escobar’s apartment in Mexico City was in her shoulder bag, courtesy of his foster mother, Karina Escobar de la Vega. It was where he’d lived as a moderately successful actor in Mexico City, starring in a telenovela, before he embarked on a lucrative criminal career as the Santa Muerte priest and human trafficker named El Acólito. 

Emilia knew the federales were too busy chasing down his current crimes to probe into his past. But men like Rafa always left a trail of secrets. 

Karina had also promised to find the name of a film director who’d known Rafa well. If Emilia got lucky, that person would be in Mexico City.

The line shuffled forward, the air suddenly hot and sticky as the passengers left the air conditioned terminal. Emilia found her seat and fastened the safety belt. People moved past, heading for the seats at the rear of the plane. None were Silvio.

The plane finally lifted off. Emilia caught sight of the Pacific glinting in the sunshine beneath them. A moment later it was gone, replaced in the window of the aircraft by the deceptively soft greens and browns of the mountains surrounding Acapulco Bay. 

Kurt Rucker was down there, probably in his office in the Palacio Real. Emilia formed a picture of him in her mind’s eye. Blonde hair cut short with the merest suggestion of curl, wearing one of his  trademark button-down shirts with the initials embroidered on the cuff. Knife-creased khakis. 

He’d be busy planning deluxe events, approving five-star menus, and confidently assuring the corporate offices in London that everything at Acapulco’s most luxurious hotel was running like clockwork. He was from New York and had served in El Norte’s military before going to college. Kurt brought an ingrained sense of precision and responsibility to everything he touched, traits that seemed to rub off on everyone around him.

Each day it got harder and harder to pick up the phone. But it was also harder and harder to believe that he was out of her life for good. 

The plane passed into the clouds and Emilia settled back in her seat. Passengers chatted in low tones. The man next to her opened a copy of Reforma, the main Mexico City newspaper. The flight attendant offered a beverage. 

With a bottle of cola and a glass of ice on the tray table, Emilia opened the task force folder and skimmed the directions for meeting the driver at the airport and the check-in information for the Sheraton hotel in Mexico City’s Colonia Cuauhtémoc district. All food and lodging expenses were paid for by the office of the Attorney General of Mexico. There was also a daily stipend that would help fuel her hunt for Rafa Gamboa Escobar. 

Five officers were assigned to the task force. Each biography was a brief rundown of career highlights. Hers sounded impressive, if short on recent specifics, and she wondered if Silvio wrote it.

Two captains, one lieutenant, and two detectives, including Emilia. The pecking order wasn’t hard to anticipate. She was the only woman besides the coordinator from the Attorney General’s office, a retired judge named Imelda Sarmiento de Suarez. 

The most interesting item, however, was a signed letter from the Attorney General himself, Valenti Mendoza Lopez. 

You have each been selected, not only for your record of investigative excellence, but to ensure neutrality and impartiality. No officer assigned to the task force has any connection to previous inquiries, persons involved, or even the state of Michoacán.

We rely on your skills to discard unsupported theories and make a final determination, based on concrete facts.

Emilia swallowed laughter. In a year and a half, the government had churned out plenty of theories and very few facts. She kept reading.

You will have access to all evidence accumulated since the incident in question. Given the sensitivity of the investigation, you are ordered to refrain from speaking to members of the press, or to families of the missing students, so as not to prejudice your conclusion.

Congratulations on this noble and important assignment. 

☼

The driver from the Attorney General’s office met her flight. He steered Emilia to a big black SUV with a government license plate parked in a No Loading zone. She glimpsed a handgun in a belt holster when he opened the rear door for her. 

“You must be Detective Cruz from Acapulco.” A thin man in the back seat smiled warmly at her. He was old enough to be her father and spoke in a cultured and reassuring voice. 

“Hello,” Emilia said. She climbed into the car and the driver closed the door behind her.

He offered his hand and gave hers a firm shake. “I’m Juan José Miranda Robles,” he said. “My flight arrived 30 minutes before yours.”

“Nice to meet you,” Emilia said. In a black collared shirt and matching pants, he reminded Emilia of the parish priest at San Pedro de los Pinos. From the task force biographies, however, she knew he held the rank of captain and headed up the Missing Persons Unit for the state of Oaxaca, one of the handful of states in Mexico to have such an effort. 

The driver directed them to a cooler packed with bottles of water. Emilia grabbed one and offered another to Miranda; both drank deeply to lessen the dehydrating effects of Mexico City’s high elevation. 

The big SUV cruised out of the airport and onto a smooth highway. They passed a billboard as long as a city block advertising Telcel phone service. Banners bearing a man’s jowly face and the name Oscar Suarez were affixed to light poles along the right side of the road and flapped in the rush of air from passing cars.

“I recall a phone call from a detective named Cruz some months ago,” Miranda said. “Asking about crimes with a Santa Muerte signature. Was that you?”

“Yes,” Emilia said, remembering the conversation herself. “You were one of the few I spoke to that didn’t dismiss the call as a joke.”

Miranda nodded; his hands clasped around the water bottle. Deep lines on either side of his mouth carved a perpetual strain into his thin face. Emilia guessed that he was close to retirement age. 

“Later, I saw the Missing Persons alert for the El Acólito human trafficking ring,” Miranda said. “A Santa Muerte priest luring women to so-called interventions to pray and then selling them over the border was almost unbelievable,” he said. “But the full report was compelling. You are to be commended.”

“Thank you.” 

“It was incredibly comprehensive with stunning details,” Miranda continued. “Right down to his tattoos. I remember thinking that only someone who’d been inside his organization and very close to him could have written it.”

He paused, evidently expecting a reply. 

“We had great sources,” Emilia said. The words scraped her throat raw. 

The six-lane highway had a narrow median. A tall brown iron fence enclosed the road on both sides. In a half hearted gesture to camouflage the metal, trees were sandwiched in a narrow channel between the curb and the barrier. They looked brittle and thirsty against the dull blue sky.

“I’m glad the task force will have someone with your expertise,” Miranda said.

“Thank you,” Emilia said.

They began passing nicer buildings that Emilia supposed were apartments and offices and stores. Mexico City was huge, much bigger than Acapulco. Billboards for the Palacio de Hierro department store flashed by. More banners for Oscar Suarez urged drivers to vote for him for mayor of Mexico City. 

“I expect our task here will be a difficult one,” Miranda said after a small black pickup truck passed them, with POLICIA FEDERAL plastered across the rear bumper in big white letters. “Missing persons cases can be emotionally draining. Have you worked many?”

“No,” Emilia admitted. “I’ve mostly worked homicide. But I’m always collecting information on women who have gone missing in and around Acapulco. Most are cold cases but I do what I can. I call them Las Perdidas.”

“The Lost Ones,” Miranda said. The lines around his mouth curved into a sad smile. “Have you had much success?”

“Not really.” Emilia looked out the window as the SUV flew past another car. “I’ve found two. The first was in the morgue. The other thought she was in love with El Acólito. I couldn’t stop her running off with him. She’s still missing.”

The SUV changed lanes and the road widened to four lanes in each direction. They drove under a huge suspension bridge; traffic circulated through a complicated road network in the air high above. More colorful billboards urged them to use purple mouthwash, buy gas at Pemex, and vote for Oscar Suarez.

“Do you blame yourself for her choice?” Miranda asked.

“No, but I want to do something about it,” Emilia said. It was so easy to talk to this man, with his sympathetic manner and kind eyes.

“What about the women who were El Acólito’s victims?” Miranda said. “The ones who were freed. Hopefully, they’re beginning to heal.”

“It’s not easy coming back from something like that,” Emilia heard herself say. “The fear in the middle of the night. Imaginary conversations where everything gets picked apart. The anger.”

Miranda nodded but looked out his window as if to give Emilia some privacy. “What do you think helps the most?”

“Work,” Emilia said, before the word revenge slipped out. 

“Yes, the task force,” Miranda said, managing to load the phrase with understanding. “Heart and hope will be our best weapons.”

Emilia didn’t answer. She’d been in Mexico City less than an hour and was already in trouble.
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At 8:00 pm, dressed in the skinny black dress, turquoise necklace, and strappy sandals she used to reserve for nights out with Kurt, Emilia presented herself for the first task force event. The concierge, wearing a Sheraton uniform, took her name before opening the door to a private suite on the executive floor.

Emilia passed through a lounge dotted with heavy upholstered furniture. A bartender presided over a long mahogany server stretched across the far corner. Four men formed a small knot in front of an array of liquor bottles. Miranda stepped away from the conversation as Emilia approached. 

“Detective Cruz,” he said. “How nice to see you again.” 

“Thank you,” Emilia said but he was the last person she wanted at her elbow that night.

The other three turned to look. Two wore suits and were suddenly deeply interested in the newcomer. The third, out of place in a plaid shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots, merely nodded at her in lieu of a greeting and refocused his attention on his beer.

Miranda introduced Emilia to Captain Efrain Elizondo, chief of the Homicide unit in Guadalajara. Elizondo struck Emilia as the very definition of a successful Mexican civil servant. Handsome mid-forties, fit as a runner, wavy hair, and a suit that was tailored but not quite as subtly expensive as Kurt Rucker’s Italian numbers. As he shook her hand, Elizondo exuded authority and confidence. Emilia couldn’t help noticing that his grip was strong and his nails were manicured. 

“Lieutenant Leonel Cardenas Diaz.” The other well-dressed man muscled his way to Emilia’s side and introduced himself. “All the way from Quintana Roo and the lovely paradise of Cancún. Glad to have you on the team, Detective Cruz. Can I get you a drink?”

Cardenas was a few years older than Emilia, maybe 35 or 36, with the type of aggressive charm usually accompanied by a chiseled jaw and abdominal muscles like corrugated steel. She could see the former and would stake money on the latter. 

He didn’t offer his hand but his eyes raked her from high heels to ponytail. The black dress wasn’t cut low but it did cling to her curves. Emilia knew he’d try to get her into bed before the first week was over. Maybe even the first night.

“I’ll have what he’s having,” she said and gestured to the man in plaid shirt and jeans.

The bartender popped the top on a Modelo Especial beer and tipped it into a glass so that the froth just skimmed the rim.

Emilia took the glass and held it out, offering a toast. “You must be Detective Anaya,” she said. “From Reynosa.”

“Miguel Anaya Vargas,” he said and gulped down half his glass in one swallow.

A small commotion at the door to the door caught all their attention. A slender woman walked in, accompanied by two bulky men in suits who were obviously bodyguards.

“Judge Sarmiento,” Elizondo said smoothly. “A pleasure to finally meet you.”

“Captain Elizondo,” the woman acknowledged. 

This time Elizondo made the introductions. Judge Imelda Sarmiento de Suarez was the task force’s coordinator on behalf of the office of the Attorney General. Emilia had been impressed by the biography detailing her Oxford education, numerous professional awards, and enviable judicial career highlights. If Emilia had gone to college, she could have done all that, too.

Judge Sarmiento wore a black slubbed silk pant suit and a white lace blouse. A jangly collection of silver bangles decorated her right wrist, which was so thin the bracelets kept sliding onto the heel of her hand. Her hair was a blunt bob that came to her chin and hid any earrings she might have worn.

Without being prompted, the bartender poured her a glass of white wine. 

“As this is a working dinner, let’s all take our seats,” Judge Sarmiento said.

They moved through the lounge and into an adjoining dining room where a table was set for six, with place cards by each plate. The judge and Miranda sat at the ends. Emilia found herself next to Elizondo and looking across at Anaya’s plaid shirt, so out of place. Cardenas winked at her as he pulled out his chair. Elizondo’s lips tensed in disapproval of the younger man’s musclebound swagger. 

Three goblets in graduated sizes topped each place setting. Conversation halted as two waiters circled the table, offering a choice of sparkling or still water for the largest glass, pouring white wine into the smallest, and serving elaborate goblets of shrimp and avocado in red salsa cruda. 

“I’d like first to thank you all for taking time out from your careers to join the task force,” Judge Sarmiento said. “You’ve left your families and homes to review material that can be quite disturbing. Hopefully there will be a conclusion that will allow our country to move beyond this terrible tragedy.”

The woman had probably said the same words a thousand times, yet the expression on her face was sincere. 

At the opposite end of the table, Miranda’s expression was similarly genuine as he raised his wine glass. “A toast,” he said softly. “May God guide our hearts and minds.”

“Amen,” Emilia replied without thinking.

Miranda smiled; everyone else had responded with the traditional “Salud.”

The setting had been a clever decision. It was intimate enough for the members of the newly-minted task force to relax, yet formal enough for the judge to make clear that she was in charge. 

Despite the tantalizing scent of the food in front of her, Emilia’s stomach was tight as tension settled over the table like dark clouds before a storm. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Miranda, Elizondo, and Cardenas begin to eat. They each complimented the food. But she knew that just like her, they were silently sizing up the faces around the table, wondering who could be trusted. 

The odds said that at least one cop in a group of five was dirty.

Only Anaya, the cowboy from Reynosa, seemed oblivious to the hum of nerves. He propped elbows on the table, hunched his shoulders, and slurped up the tangy seafood and sauce.

Next to Anaya, Cardenas deliberately hitched his chair an inch away. He caught Emilia’s eye. The corner of his mouth quirked up.

Emilia pretended not to see and forced herself to eat. She wasn’t going to judge Anaya on the basis of his table manners or give Cardenas the impression that she was easy prey.

Judge Sarmiento pronged a tiny piece of avocado. “I’m sure you all have different reasons for participating,” she said. “But the main one should be that you want to see justice done. I speak on behalf of the Attorney General when I say that if we as a nation want to find out the truth, you are our last hope.”

Elizondo cleared his throat. “I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say that we all agreed to serve on this commission for that very reason.” 

“We’ll spend at least 45 days here in Mexico City reviewing all the evidence collected so far,” the judge said. “My office has made arrangements for secretarial support, transportation, and the like. After your review, the task force will relocate to Michoacán and view the crime scenes. Once we return to Mexico City, you’ll be tasked with writing a final report.”

The waiters took away the appetizer dishes. The judge had barely eaten a third of her shrimp but nodded for the dish to be removed. A beautifully composed plate of breaded veal and potatoes topped with olives and capers appeared in front of Emilia. The waiter filled the middle glass with red wine.

Anaya looked around the table and Emilia realized he was searching for the obligatory plate of tortillas. Given that they were in a luxury hotel in a cosmopolitan city, there was only a napkin-topped basket full of the same French rolls the pastry chef made at the Palacio Real. Emilia slid the basket to Anaya, getting a gruff murmur from him and a silent snort from Cardenas. 

“Of course, the press is going to be very curious about the progress of your investigation,” the judge went on. “My office will send out weekly releases as to the direction and progress of your work. As for anything personal, please remember that statements have to be approved for release by my office.”

“Does that include speaking off the record to the victim’s families?” Miranda asked quietly.

“I’m referring to all discussion about the investigation beyond the people in this room,” Judge Sarmiento said sharply. “You’ve been provided with guidelines which preclude any contact with families of the missing.”

The tension in the room pressed down, heavy and uncertain.

“We’re all aware of our roles as impartial investigators,” Elizondo said. “It’s why no one from the state of Michoacán or who had any involvement in previous investigations was eligible for the task force.”

“Exactly.” Judge Sarmiento nodded. “It is critical that you all remain impartial. I don’t have to remind you the issues this case has brought forward in terms of government accountability and charges of collusion. None of you has any links to the case. That cannot change.”

Anaya wiped his plate clean with half a roll, shoved it in his mouth, and pushed the plate away from him, nearly knocking over his empty wine glass.

“I’m sure you have questions before the official start tomorrow.” Judge Sarmiento looked away from Anaya’s wobbling glass. 

The judge’s smile was forced. Emilia wondered how she had the strength to stay upright, given the amount of food she hadn’t eaten. 

“Will you be working with us day-to-day?” Cardenas asked, after a long pause during which everyone fiddled with their food. 

“I’m the Attorney General’s representative,” Judge Sarmiento said. “My role is to provide oversight. Captain Elizondo is the senior police officer and will make the day-to-day decisions.”

“Does the hotel know why we’re here?” Cardenas asked.

The judge rearranged the potatoes on her plate. “The hotel is aware but has agreed to discretion. We don’t anticipate issues with the media.”

“What about transportation?” Anaya asked, the first time he’d spoken since sitting down. “And weekends.”

Emilia was surprised at such inane questions. They could deal with logistics later.

“We have a car and driver at your disposal,” the judge said. “Other than that, Mexico City has an excellent public transportation system. There is a sitio taxi stand right in front of the hotel. Of course, you’ll be reimbursed for any business travel within the city.”

“But are we working weekends?” Anaya found the bottle of red wine the waiter had left on the sideboard and refilled his glass.

“I hope not.” Judge Sarmiento looked at Elizondo. “The task force should proceed in an orderly and civilized manner.”

The senior captain cleared his throat. “We’ve yet to be acquainted with our workload.”

“Is there a budget for the task force?” Miranda asked. 

“Yes, but it’s not optimal,” the judge admitted. Her bracelets jangled as she cut a potato into miniscule bites. “If you need additional funding, it will have to be justified to the Attorney General. I shouldn’t have to tell you what a year of intense investigation has already cost our government.”

Elizondo nodded sagely, conveying to all that he was well acquainted with budgets and bureaucracies. “What about secretarial help?” he asked.

Emilia felt anger rise from the well. Why were they all nattering on about logistics and housekeeping rather than the actual issues at stake? 

“Of course,” the judge said. She pronged a morsel of potato. “We have a secretary, two librarians, and my own personal assistant will take on additional duties as needed. I’m sure you’ll find that to be quite enough support.”

Emilia tossed down her fork. Silver clanged against fine china plate. 

Everyone flinched.

“Judge,” Emilia said. “I understand why impartiality is important, but none of us has jurisdiction in either Michoacán or Mexico City. How are we going to make an arrest if we find the perpetrators?”

Next to her, Elizondo tensed, his mouth drawn in irritation.

“An arrest is not our top priority,” Judge Sarmiento said slowly. “The key purpose of this task force is to identify the resting place of the bodies of the students and answer the question of what happened to them. I would have thought the letter from the Attorney General made that clear.”

“We don’t care who was responsible?” Emilia pressed. 

From across the table, Anaya stared at her raptly, even as he scraped at his teeth with the nail of a pinky finger. 

The others watched the judge.

“If you identify culprits and have solid evidence,” Judge Sarmiento said. “The arrest will be made by the Policía Federal Preventiva.”

“The federales have been involved before and botched it,” Emilia said. “Doesn’t that conflict with our need for impartiality?”

Next to her, Elizondo gave a discreet cough to signal his disapproval at her persistence. “I’m sure what you meant to say, Detective Cruz—.”

“I meant to say.” Emilia raised her voice over his. “The federales have already had their shot at finding out what happened to the missing 43 students and there are more questions about their complicity than we can count.”

“What do you suggest, Detective?” This from Miranda.

“I’d assumed we’d be given special arrest authority,” Emilia said. “We’re not just here to shuffle paper and worry about getting reimbursed for taxi rides, are we?”

“You make a valid point, Detective,” Judge Sarmiento patted her lips with her napkin. “We can’t lose sight of the optics.”

“Optics?” Emilia echoed. 

“Detective,” Elizondo snapped. 

His tone cut through her anger like a knife. 

“My apologies, Captain,” Emilia murmured. 

He gave her a curt nod; apology accepted.

The conversation subsided into idle comments about the hotel and their respective travels to Mexico City. Elizondo studiously ignored Emilia. Anaya was mostly silent, as if he’d returned to his own world. 

The meal wrapped up with orange sorbet and chocolate candies. Coffee was served. The judge finished quickly and stood. Everyone followed suit.

“Please.” Judge Sarmiento spread her hands, setting her bangles jangling. The only course she’d finished was dessert. “I apologize for having to rush off, but I have an appointment with the Attorney General this evening. This suite is available to you for the rest of the evening. Please make yourselves comfortable and take this opportunity to get to know each other before the workday starts tomorrow.”

She left. Waiters cleared away the detritus and the group of five police officers drifted into the adjoining lounge. The bartender had been dismissed, but the rows of bottles and glasses beckoned. Someone turned on the television. 

Glass doors opened onto a patio. Emilia walked out, lured by the dramatic night view of the El Ángel monument bisecting the famous Paseo de la Reforma boulevard. Atop its soaring column, the golden angel was lit from below by a lavender glow. Emilia picked out a dozen statues and the four obelisks that guarded its base. Traffic was thick, even at this late hour. Red and white lights circled the monument.

“Quite a sight, isn’t it?” Cardenas came to stand next to her as the light illuminating the column shimmered to green. He had a glass of whiskey in his hand. “Hidalgo’s remains are supposedly in there.”

“Maybe it’s supposed to remind us,” Emilia said.

“How’s that?”

“The angel is a monument to the heroes of our revolution,” Emilia said. “Those men wanted something better for Mexico than a dictatorship. I don’t think they intended to create a country where people disappear and others cover it up.”

Cardenas came closer. “Are you a romantic, Detective Cruz?”

“Sure,” she said. “Isn’t everyone?”

“Interesting question you asked at the table,” Cardenas said.

Emilia took his glass, sniffed at it, and handed it back as if she didn’t care for cheap liquor. “Somebody had to.” 

Cardenas rolled the whiskey around the bowl of the glass. “Nice to know that the Attorney General’s office is more worried about image than anything else. Nobody imagines that we’ll turn up anything new or have to make an arrest. They just want to find the bodies, give them a decent burial, and shut up the families.”

“We could do both,” Emilia said. “Find the dead and get a murder conviction.”

“Not likely,” Cardenas said. “This was never going to be any more than a paperwork exercise.”

“I’m not here to be the Attorney General’s sacrificial lamb,” Emilia warned.

Cardenas laughed. In another place and time, Emilia would have fallen hard for his mix of leading man looks and brash confidence.

“Can I give you some advice, Detective?” he asked.

“No.”

He laughed again, then grew serious. “You and Captain Elizondo.” 

Emilia raised her eyebrows at him. “What are you, a matchmaker?”

“Elizondo is the kind of senior officer who can help you get ahead,” Cardenas said, watching Emilia closely. “I’m sure you know the type. After all, that’s how you got here, isn’t it? I’m sure you’ve noticed that everyone is senior to you. And you’re a woman . . .” He let the implication drift into the night.

Emilia gave him a brittle smile as she considered her options. If she punched Cardenas in the gut or body-slammed him with the small iron table over by the door, there would be a major dust-up that would reverberate all the way back to Silvio in Acapulco. 

“Do you know what a black widow is?” she asked.

“Like the spider?” 

Emilia made a show of looking around to make sure they were alone on the patio. “The first was a lieutenant named Fausto Inocente. He died smiling. You know what I mean? I led the investigation, too.” 

“Black widow. Okay, I get it.” Cardenas nodded, but there was a note of uncertainty in his eyes. He’d clearly intended to put her on the defense. Expected her to get angry. Deny his unspoken allegation. 

Emilia shrugged. “Look it up.” 

It was the best kind of lie, one that would niggle at the other cop until he succumbed to curiosity and checked. When he did, Cardenas would find out that Lieutenant Inocente had died under questionable circumstances and that Emilia had led the investigation. The verdict of death by misadventure would leave him wondering. 

Cardenas lifted his chin and flashed a sudden grin. “I like your dress,” he said.

Emilia smiled wickedly at him, suddenly enjoying herself. “Of course you do.”

She turned and went into the lounge. She and Cardenas knew where each stood. He thought she was hot and she knew he was a pendejo.

The two captains, Elizondo and Miranda, were ensconced in overstuffed chairs in front of the television, each with a brandy snifter in hand. Anaya was draped over the bar with a shot glass and a half-empty bottle of top-shelf tequila.

Emilia poured herself a brandy. It was the same brand that Kurt liked. The taste reminded her of warm nights talking with him on the balcony outside the penthouse. 

She took the glass to an armchair facing the television. “Thank you for joining us, Detective,” Miranda said and raised his glass in a salute. Elizondo did the same, although the gesture was more perfunctory than his colleague’s. Emilia hoped she hadn’t shot herself in the foot already.

A nightly news program was on. 

“So far the only member of the task force the media has identified is Judge Sarmiento de Suarez,” Miranda said.

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Elizondo said. “Her being singled out.”

“And not you?” Cardenas had followed Emilia into the room. He topped up his whiskey, dropped onto the small sofa, and put his shoes on the coffee table.

“I was thinking of her safety, Lieutenant,” Elizondo said icily.

A breaking news logo twirled onto the screen and dissolved to reveal an unsmiling female newscaster. “The warden of the Multifoco maximum security prison in Michoacán state has been found dead in his office,” the woman announced. A photograph of a man with cropped gray hair and a drooping moustache was projected to her right to create a screen-within-a-screen effect. “General Manuel Cordes Villalobos held the position for eight months, during which time he imposed controversial restrictions on several high profile prisoners, including Diego Barrielos Luna, head of the now-defunct Hermanos100 cartel.”

As the newscaster spoke, the inset switched to a video of Barrielos Luna in custody. Mexico’s most notorious and violent drug lord, his arrest two years ago had been a major coup for the government. It broke the back of the Hermanos100 cartel, which had operated throughout central and western Mexico and was thought to be responsible for thousands of drug-related murders. Famous for his preference for young women, Barrielos Luna was known as the Barrel Bomber for his method of dispensing with rivals in vats of acid.

In the video, Barrielos Luna was escorted by a squad of men in unmarked black military uniforms with their faces covered by black balaclava masks. Wearing a short sleeved orange prison jumpsuit, the drug kingpin had bedroom eyes and an insidious smile revealing straight white teeth. His hands were cuffed in front of him.

Emilia was drawn to the television. She’d never seen a picture of Barrielos in short sleeves before and was transfixed by the sight of a Santa Muerte tattoo wrapped around a meaty forearm. The Death Saint, forbidden by the Catholic Church in Mexico, was depicted as a black-robed Grim Reaper holding a globe in one hand and a scythe in the other. A white skull face leered from under a hood. 

The image was absolutely identical to the tattoo inked onto the chest of Rafa Gamboa Escobar, aka El Acólito.

Human trafficker. 

Murderer. 

Rapist.

Brother.

“Detective Cruz?” Miranda’s voice was like a tap on her shoulder. “Is something the matter?”

“No, no.” Emilia backpedaled and sat again, her heart hammering. “No, I just wanted a closer look.”

The newscaster continued with footage of the late General Cordes talking to reporters from inside the Multifoco prison. “A spokesman for the Michoacán state Office of Public Security said that an autopsy would be conducted to determine the cause of death.”

Anaya crashed his empty tequila glass down on the bar top, the impact like a gunshot. Everyone gave a start. 

“The investigation will be weak and easily forgotten,” Anaya snarled. The stocky man in the incongruous plaid shirt had washed down nearly half a bottle of tequila, plus beer and wine with dinner, yet his eyes were clear and his movements precise.

“We have to pray that justice will be done,” said Miranda.

“This is Mexico,” Anaya retorted. “Prayers are worthless.”

Emilia recalled the regional details provided in the task force folder. “The Multifoco prison is a few miles outside Lindavista,” she said. “The town where the 43 students went missing.”

“Are you always so full of interesting tidbits, Detective?” Cardenas drawled from the sofa.

“Nothing to do with us,” Elizondo said.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The building where the task force was to investigate the disappearance of the 43 students was only two blocks away. Emilia dressed in her gray pants suit, and walked past the United States embassy, where cement and metal barriers narrowed the sidewalk along Paseo de la Reforma. In the daylight, surrounded by dense traffic, the El Ángel column looked less ethereal, and more like a smog-stained city monument. Clumps of tourists milled on street corners, waiting for a break in the stream of cars so they could dart across to visit the mausoleum below the column.

She arrived at the same time as Judge Sarmiento, who introduced her personal assistant, a young man named Guillermo Ramirez. Cardenas, Elizondo, and Miranda were again in business suits, while Anaya stood out in plaid shirt, jeans, lizard boots, and straw cowboy hat. They were issued identification cards, which required fingerprinting and photos, plus an electronic card to open the door to an office suite on the third floor of the building.

In the suite, Ramirez made a short speech welcoming the task force members to legal librarians Ignacio and Daniel who would help catalogue the case file data. Tina, a terrified twenty-something, would be the task force’s secretary. 

Emilia took an instant dislike to Ramirez, who made a point of referring to himself as Licenciado Ramirez to draw attention to his college education. He wasn’t much older than the secretary, wearing pointed black shoes and a form-fitting black suit with a chalk stripe. His hair was slicked into a pompadour, complete with sideburns that ended below his earlobes. The effect was that of a smug and overdressed elf. 

He was to be both timekeeper and snitch, Emilia decided. Ramirez’s thin fingers played with a clipboard, and he checked an oversized chrome watch every few minutes. 

“It’s time to go downstairs,” he announced as soon as introductions were over. “If you’ll follow me, please.” Ramirez didn’t wait for anyone but led the way out of the office suite.

Emilia saw Elizondo exchange glances with Miranda. The two men fell into step. Anaya trotted behind them, his boots ringing on the marble floors.

Cardenas maneuvered himself next to Emilia. She noted wryly that his gray suit was the same shade as hers. At least her blouse was pink while Cardenas wore a dark blue shirt and a floral tie. She guessed that he liked to stand out.

Doors opened as Ramirez led the little parade down the corridor to the elevators. Men and women stared silently as the task force members passed by. 

“Good morning,” Miranda said and smiled at the onlookers. 

No one smiled back.

Ramirez stopped in front of the elevators.

A dozen doors slammed shut, one after another, all the way down the corridor. Thump thump thump.

“I’m sensing a lot of warmth,” Cardenas said to Emilia out of the corner of his mouth.

The elevator doors swooshed open, Ramirez shepherded them inside, using his clipboard like a paddle. Elizondo’s face was expressionless. Miranda wore a tight smile. Anaya seemed amused. 

“I’m sure you realize,” Judge Sarmiento said to Elizondo but loud enough for everyone in the confined space of the elevator to hear. “Many in the Attorney General’s office feels they have done everything humanly possible to expose the truth and find the missing students.”

“Understandable.” Elizondo’s tone betrayed no emotion.

Emilia admired his coolness; she would have been bitingly sarcastic.

Clutching his clipboard as if it held the 11th commandment, Ramirez ushered them off the elevator, through a small lobby, and into an auditorium.

The upholstered seats were red and fanned out from an elevated stage framed by dramatic floor-to-celing red draperies. The walls were paneled in thin strips of dark mahogany. Enormous circular seals flanked the stage and floated out from the walls like planets from a lost galaxy; the Great Seal of Mexico on the left and the logo of the Procuraduría General de la República—the full title of the Attorney General’s office—on the right. 

Emilia stayed with Cardenas as the task force members followed Ramirez down the side aisle. The auditorium had seating for about 300, she guessed, and it was half full. Several police and military uniforms were in the crowd. Not surprisingly, she didn’t recognize anyone. The rest of the audience wore suits and dresses. Emilia had the dismaying thought that Mexico City was much more formal than Acapulco. She’d need more clothes.

Their front row seats were adorned with name cards. Emilia found herself between Judge Sarmiento and Cardenas. The judge smiled wanly but didn’t make eye contact. Anaya was on the other side of Cardenas. Miranda and Elizondo took their seats at the end of the row.

The stage was empty except for three modern leather armchairs set in a row behind a podium adorned with yet another national seal. Above the podium, the word Welcome was projected onto a huge screen.

The lights dimmed, cymbals crashed, everyone got to their feet, and the Mexican national anthem played. As a choir sang about the resounding roar of the cannon, three people entered the auditorium through a door set in the paneled wall. As if choreographed to the music, they climbed the steps to the stage level and stood in front of the chairs. 

The music ended with a flourish, the lights came up again, and the audience applauded the sight of the Attorney General, Valenti Mendoza Lopez, coming to the podium. Blocky and pugnacious, Mendoza Lopez looked like a well-dressed bulldog. He took a pair of reading glasses from the breast pocket of his dark suit jacket, settled them on his nose, and motioned for the audience to sit.

“Thank you,” he said. Emilia marveled at his gravelly voice. He sounded in person exactly the way he did on television. “I’m pleased to extend a personal welcome to the members of the Amistad 43 national task force. Captain Efrain Elizondo of Guadalajara, Captain Juan José Miranda Robles of Oaxaca, Lieutenant Leonel Cardenas Diaz of Cancún, Detective Miguel Anaya Vargas of Reynosa, and Detective Emilia Cruz Encinos of Acapulco. You have each been chosen, not only for your record of investigative excellence, but to ensure neutrality and impartiality. No officer assigned to the task force has any connection to previous inquiries, persons involved, or even the state of Michoacán. We rely on your skills to discard unsupported theories and make a final determination, based on concrete facts.”

On her right, Cardenas butted her arm with his elbow. When Emilia turned to look, he raised his eyebrows and she realized that Mendoza Lopez was reading the same welcome letter that had been in the advance packet. 

Emilia gave a tiny shrug as Mendoza Lopez continued the recycled words. Anaya caught her eye, too, and hitched up the corner of his mouth in what probably passed for him as a grin. Beyond Anaya, both Miranda and Elizondo sat like grim statues.

“Let me sum up.” Mendoza took off his glasses and draped an arm over the podium. Perhaps his posture was meant to be sincere but it came off as threatening and Emilia resisted the urge to shrink back. “When this is over, no doubt we will all owe the members of this task force a debt of gratitude for taking on such a difficult job. Please be assured that the office of the Attorney General will lend every assistance so that collectively, as a nation, we can put this sad moment in Mexico’s history behind us.”

There was polite applause as he backed away from the podium, lumbered down the stage steps, and left through the door in the paneled wall.

Another man sprang to the podium and introduced himself as Francisco Navarro, chief of staff to the Attorney General. He actually introduced himself twice, once behind the podium and again after clipping a small microphone to his lapel and moving to the left side of the stage. Next, he aimed a tiny remote at the screen. The welcoming slide dissolved into a satellite photograph of a city. Emilia could clearly make out the grid pattern of streets and an east-west highway running across the top of the view before it curved away to the south. Three red circles outlined locations on the photo; two on the west side and one on the bottom right that intersected with the southern turn of the highway.

“On the afternoon of 24 September of last year,” Navarro began. “Students from the all-male Amistad Normal School teaching college entered the city of Lindavista to find transportation to Mexico City. Their intention was to participate in a demonstration marking the anniversary of the October 1968 student shootings in Tlatelolco Plaza. In keeping with student tradition for this event, they planned to commandeer the municipal buses that serve the citizens of Lindavista.”

Cardenas shifted restlessly in his seat and Emilia resisted the urge
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