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The very breath of Hell floats in the air;
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The cup of crime is filled by tyrant's hand.
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from “Return in Haste, O Lord”

Miguel Pro Juarez, S.J.

~
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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


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Emilia Cruz Encinos knew that she'd made a mistake. As Kurt Rucker parked in front of the store, she realized how big of a mistake it was.

Madre de Dios. Emilia's heart clanged like a church bell simply at the sight of the place. She would never have asked Kurt to the wedding if she'd known the invitation would lead back to the scene of her first crime.

The store in Acapulco's exclusive El Centro shopping district hadn't changed much in 25 years, except to add an impressively uniformed security guard. As Emilia stared through the car window she remembered the scrolled grillwork protecting the windows and the handsome letters gilded onto the glass. The famous turquoise door stood open and she could see right into the interior of the store. A row of wrought iron chandeliers lit the long and narrow space. The very air seemed to glitter from the flecks of gold clinging to antique statues, the displays of religious medals, and a cabinet of glowing chalices. Even the bishop shopped at Villa de Refugio.

“When you suggested something religious, I asked around,” Kurt said as he pulled the keys out of the ignition of his SUV. “Everyone said to come here.”

“I don't like the look of this place,” Emilia said, trying for nonchalance. The people who recommended stores to Kurt were not people who lived in concrete block houses without air conditioning. “My mother and Ernesto don't need antiques or gold candlesticks.”

“I'm not turning up at your mother's wedding with a gift from some neighborhood mercado,” Kurt warned her. “I'm meeting your entire family for the first time and I'm planning on making a hell of an impression.”

“Don't worry,” Emilia said. “You will.”

Kurt laughed and she experienced that now-familiar jolt of surprise that he was a gringo with yellow hair and eyes the color of the ocean at La Quebrada. She didn't know why that should surprise her any more; they'd been together long enough to know each other well. They'd met when the Palacio Real, arguably Acapulco's most luxurious hotel, was the focus of her first big investigation as a police detective. Kurt managed the Palacio Real, where his penthouse overlooked the ocean at Punta Diamante on the bay's southeastern side. She'd spent the last ten weekends there.

He called it living together. Emilia wasn't sure what she called it. Living in sin, perhaps.

She still couldn't shake a feeling of unreality about their relationship. She was an Acapulco beat cop who'd fought her way into the detective ranks and Kurt was a gringo who lived in a rarified world of foreign tourists and first-class wealth. Emilia had told only a few people about Kurt and her forays to the penthouse at the Palacio Real. She wasn't exactly trying to hide the relationship; she just didn't want to see her own concerns reflected in their reactions when people from the real world found out about the two of them.

Last weekend, when she'd invited him to her mother Sophia's wedding, it had seemed like the perfect solution. Kurt would meet all the important people in her life. Everybody all at once. Over and done with.

With luck, there would be so much noise, excitement, and activity surrounding the happy couple that family and friends wouldn't notice that Emilia's date was blonde, a head taller than anyone else, spoke Spanish with a norteamericano accent, and carried himself with a self-assurance that was both commanding and magnetic. If anyone resented Kurt for being a gringo and behaved badly toward him, Emilia could say later that they'd been drunk. Sophia would be too busy being the bride to ask embarrassing questions. If she did, Emilia's best friend Mercedes Sandoval would be there to help run interference.

But all week, as Sophia was even more forgetful than usual and intended bridegroom Ernesto looked like a dog kicked to the curb, Emilia had been having second thoughts. And now Kurt had brought her to the Villa de Refugio. It was an omen of disaster.

“Let's go.” Kurt unlocked the car doors.

“No, I'm serious.” Emilia gripped his arm. “I'm not going in. This store is too expensive.”

Kurt raised his eyebrows. “We won't get anything made out of solid gold, okay?”

“I mean it,” Emilia insisted. She forced her fingers to relax; they must have felt like a claw digging into him. “Let's go someplace else. You can get them a nice crucifix or a little Virgin of Guadalupe statue and be done.”

Kurt shoved the car keys into his pocket and Emilia stared unhappily at the fluid movement of taut muscle under tanned skin. He was so different from Mexican men. Kurt was a former Marine in his country's armed forces who'd fought in wars before deciding to go to college. He ran hotels for a living and competed in triathlons for fun. Even dressed as he was today, in board shorts, an untucked white button-down, and loafers without socks, he exuded confidence and authority. He knew how to both motivate and lead people, as evidenced by the way the Palacio Real ran like a precision instrument. She'd learned a lot from him and knew she was a better police detective because of it.

“Is this about me coming to the wedding?” Kurt asked. “You afraid they're going to give you a hard time? Pressure you about us getting married someday?”

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia exclaimed at the unexpected question and jerked her hand back. “Nobody's talking about that.”

“Good to know,” Kurt said in a neutral voice. “I'm pretty sure that if I got down on one knee I'd feel the wind as you rushed out the door.”

“Look,” Emilia said, before they went down that road. Most days it felt as if she was already married—to the job. And most days she liked it that way. “Let’s go somewhere else to find a gift. Mama and Ernesto don't need anything from this store.”

Kurt hit the button to relock the car. “Sure. Just tell me the real reason you don't want to go in.”

“I told you.” Emilia tried to sound indignant. “I think it's too expensive.”

Kurt gave her that steady, confident look that said he knew he would win any contest of wills. “What else?”

“I don't know what you're talking about,” Emilia said loftily.

“I don't believe you for a minute, Em. What's going on?”

Madre de Dios. She should have known she couldn't bluff. Kurt was the one person who always saw through her. Emilia slumped in her seat. “I stole something from that store.”

“Recently?”

Emilia threw him an eye roll. “No, not recently. When I was little.”

Kurt nodded. “How little?”

“Six or seven, I guess.” Emilia swallowed hard. After her father died, she and her mother had lived with an aunt, uncle, and two cousins in a tiny apartment above her uncle's car repair garage. Her male cousins were several years older and she'd grown up following them around Acapulco's streets, learning to fight and steal and avoid the pimps and dealers.

“That was what, 25 years ago, Em?” Kurt sounded more teasing than shocked.

“My cousins and I had this thing we did,” Emilia said. She clasped her hands together in her lap. Her skin was café against her pale blue knit dress. It was the sort of thing she only wore on the weekends with Kurt, with her hair down instead of in its usual ponytail. She was nominally off duty, but still required to wear her gun and carry her badge. Both were hidden by her white cardigan. “They'd send me in first and I'd cry that I was lost and they'd come in and start yelling that our mother was all upset that I was lost and how great it was that they'd found me. We'd cry and make a lot of commotion. The shopkeepers would get wound up and in all the excitement Alvaro and Raul would pick up a candy bar or some gum. We'd run out and share the loot later.”

Kurt glanced out the windshield at Villa de Refugio's elegant façade and the uniformed security guard. “This doesn't look like the kind of store with stuff that would appeal to little kids.”

“They didn't have a security guard then.”

“Still.” He looked at her expectantly.

“I wanted some of those chocolate coins.” Emilia said. Reluctance and shame wrapped around her. “You know the kind I mean? Chocolate in gold foil stamped to look like a coin.”

Kurt nodded. “I've had a few.”

“It was around Christmas time. I didn't want toys or a doll. Only those chocolate coins.” Emilia found herself talking through a lump in her throat. “I thought about them all the time. I thought they were real gold. If I got some I could buy my mother a new brain so she would stop crying and forgetting things.”

“Tough times,” Kurt said.

Emilia drew in a deep breath. It had been years since she'd thought about this episode and it was oddly disturbing to have to confess it to Kurt. He was part of her life now; he had nothing to do with those hardscrabble years of her childhood when she was scared so much of the time. Her mother Sophia had been a teen with a toddler when Emilia's father died, and Sophia's mind had snapped. Emilia became both breadwinner and decision maker as soon as she was old enough. Ernesto Cruz, Sophia's intended, had taken on some of Emilia's role but he was also damaged goods.

“Even then, Alvaro always knew everything,” Emilia continued. “He was sure Villa de Refugio had the coins. He and Raul waited around the corner. I went in crying about being lost. I was pretty good at it and could really put on an act.”

“Did the store have the coins?”

“Yes. In a bowl on a glass display case by the cash register.” Someone walked by the car and a shadow fell across Emilia's face. She'd almost forgotten that it was a sunshiny Sunday in the middle of the dry season.

“Then what happened?”

“A man came out from behind the counter. I guess it was the owner and he must have heard about our tricks because he grabbed me. Yelled that he was going to turn me over to the police and I'd never be seen again.” Emilia remembered exactly what he'd looked like; pencil-thin moustache, pomaded hair, and glasses that made his eyes look like those of a giant insect. He'd been eating onions and his breath in her face had tasted like fire. “He was furious. Kept shouting and shaking me really hard. I thought my head would fall off.”

“Poor Em,” Kurt said. He reached over the console and squeezed her hand.

“I screamed and Alvaro and Raul came in. They tried to pull me away but the owner wouldn't let go and I was nearly torn in two. Everybody was hollering and fighting and the owner kept shouting for help. I was terrified that the police would come and get us all.”

“Did they?”

“Alvaro threw down some firecrackers and Raul pulled over the display case. Por Dios, what a noise.” That was the most vivid part of the memory; the ear-popping sound of the firecrackers, a shattering crash like the end of the world, shards of glass flying everywhere. “The man let go. We got out and ran for three blocks before stopping.”

“But you managed to steal the chocolate,” Kurt said, still acting faintly amused.

“Yes,” Emilia lied and finally returned his hand squeeze. She remembered a little girl's desperate lunge for the glittery things on the floor scattered amid the jagged bits of glass. The shock of what she'd later found clenched inside her bloody fist.

“Must have been a terrible disappointment to find out they were really chocolate,” Kurt said.

Emilia dredged up a convincing smile. “It was.”

Kurt leaned across the armrest and kissed her cheek. “Tell you what, Em. We'll go in there and buy something that is at least double the value of a bag of chocolate coins. It'll be our way of saying 'sorry' after all these years.”

“Face my demons, you mean,” Emilia said. There were so many. Childhood memories. Souvenirs of the cartel violence she'd survived as a cop. The secret she carried with her every day.

“That, too.” He kissed her again.

“You're such a problem solver,” Emilia murmured. She put a hand on his cheek, so that his face lingered near hers, and breathed in the fresh scent of his skin before letting him go.

Kurt unlocked the car again and they got out. The security guard by the turquoise door nodded and stepped aside for them.

“Interesting that you and your cousins all became cops,” Kurt remarked as they walked into the store.

“Takes a thief to catch a thief,” Emilia replied.

☼

Villa de Refugio was Acapulco's premier Catholic store for good reason. The elegant space was equal parts book shop, jewelry bazaar, antiques store, and art gallery. And all of it was the highest quality, with prices to match.

Artwork hung on the far wall. The paintings weren't ordinary copies of the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe, like in so many religious shops, but original oil paintings of the Virgin, Jesus on the cross, the Holy Family, and the archangel Michael. A long run of glass-topped counter on the right side of the store was bisected by the cash register. One segment of counter was lower than the rest and two red velvet upholstered chairs were pulled up to it for serious shoppers. The left side of the space was lined with floor to ceiling glass-fronted cabinets. Statues, books, boxes, and religious curios of every kind were arranged inside. Another cabinet held items reserved for churches and the clergy; vestments, candlesticks, those glowing chalices.

Besides the security guard, the only staff in the store were two salesgirls, identically dressed in gray skirts and vests, with white blouses and little red bow ties. No cranky men with bug eyes and bad breath.

“May I help you?” The salesgirl who approached them wore a name tag that read “Tifani.”

“We're looking for a wedding gift,” Kurt said. “Something very tasteful.”

Tifani smiled. “Of course, señor. Perhaps a piece of artwork?”

“Nothing too big,” Emilia said hastily. Tifani had the hungry look of a salesperson in close proximity to a well-dressed gringo.

They spent time perusing the artwork on the far wall, all of which Emilia vetoed as being too large, too opulent, or too expensive.

The long wall of cabinets looked more promising and Tifani reluctantly followed Emilia and Kurt around as they studied the various pieces. The other salesgirl behind the cash register threw her colleague reassuring looks from time to time. Shadows flickered from the open doorway as people occasionally walked past but no other customers came in, which meant that Tifani could continually direct her attention at Emilia and Kurt.

He was tall enough to reach items from the topmost cabinet shelves and Emilia could almost hear Tifani hold her breath as Kurt took down and studied one item after another; an antique carved statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a cross covered with silver milagro charms, a diorama the size of a paperback book depicting Jesus turning water into wine.

“What about this?” Kurt took a leather-bound book out of a matching leather box. Both looked worn by time and use. “An antique Bible.”

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia murmured. She looked over his shoulder as Kurt paged through it and found an inscription dated 1790. “Definitely not. This should be in a museum.”

Kurt found the price. “Ten thousand pesos.”

“I told you this place was too expensive.”

Tifani looked crestfallen as she watched Kurt replace the Bible in the cabinet.

Emilia wandered across the room to the glass-topped counters. Small items were tastefully arranged under the glass. Rows and rows of gold religious medals were pinned to cream satin pillows; everything from simple engraved crosses to Virgin of Guadalupe medallions as big as a plate. Crystal, wood, and precious metal rosaries were displayed in open boxes, each set curled in on itself, with the cross on top of the beads. Little rosary carrying cases were set out next to them, ranging from small brocade pouches to palm-sized enamel tins inset with the Virgin's likeness or a vial of holy water.

Most rosaries were dedicated to the Virgin Mary but Villa de Refugio had rosaries dedicated to specific saints like Saint Joseph, the patron saint of families, or Saint Theresa who was known as the Little Flower. The most expensive rosaries were sets of sterling silver beads with matching silver pillbox cases embossed with the silhouette of the Sacred Heart. There weren't any rosaries or cases made of gold.

“May I help you, señora?”

Emilia gave a start. 

The other salesgirl was standing behind the counter. Her nametag read Lupita. “I can take out any rosary you'd like to see,” she said.

“No, thank you,” Emilia murmured. She tightened her grip on her shoulder bag and wandered around a bit more, noticing a row of framed pictures on the wall opposite the velvet chairs. All the pictures were of people standing by the signature turquoise door; a timeline of the famous who'd visited the store, dated by clothes long out of fashion. She recognized the owner who'd scared her all those years ago. He looked old and ordinary.

Twenty minutes later Kurt had narrowed his choices down to three different items: the antique statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a silver icon of Saint Luke done in the repujado punched metal technique, and a delicate clay tree of life depicting the life of Saint Francis with his animals surrounding him. Tifani had placed them all on the low glass counter and Emilia and Kurt sat down on the velvet chairs to decide.

“The Virgin is very nice, from a very old church in Guadalajara,” Tifani said encouragingly.

“It's nice,” Kurt said. “But ubiquitous.”

Tifani smiled uncertainly. “A very special piece,” she said.

Kurt picked up the repujado icon. “What do you think, Em?”

“It's beautiful, but I think it's too fancy,” Emilia said. The silver was inlaid with seed pearls and what she hoped were crystals and not real jewels. It was stunning but she could hardly see it in their plain little house.

“You sure?” Kurt asked.

“Yes,” Emilia said honestly. “Don't get that one. Word would get out that they had it and the house would become a magnet for burglars.”

“All right,” Kurt said and laid the work of repujado aside.

Emilia touched the tree of life. "I like this, too. But it's so fragile and Ernesto isn't the most careful person." She visualized the knife grinder's work-worn hands and the way he sat, elbows out, in his chair at the kitchen table waiting for Sophia to serve up his breakfast. "Maybe the Virgin is the safe choice."

"Look, Em, I don't want to sound godless," Kurt said. "But everybody has a Virgin of Guadalupe in the house. It would hardly be special."

With a jolt, Emilia realized that Kurt was nervous. She'd been so worried about others' reactions that it hadn't occurred to her that meeting her family and making a good impression were important to him. The thought made her feel happy and queasy at the same time.

"Wasn't there an icon of Saint Jude?" she asked, turning around in her chair to peer at the shelves across the room. "He's the patron saint of impossible causes. It would be fitting."

"Em," Kurt reproved her.

Tifani smiled desperately as if starting to see her sale slip away. "You like the saints, no?" she asked. "Saint Jude is very special, but we have some even more special items. Perhaps you'd like to see them."

"For a wedding gift," Kurt reiterated. "Something simple but elegant."

Tifani slid over to her colleague. Emilia watched out of the corner of her eye as the two girls had an urgent conversation in low voices. Lupita disappeared through a doorway behind the cash register. She came back a moment later with a box decorated in the traditional rayada carved lacquer technique. It was the size of a loaf of bread and the bottom was fitted with a small drawer with a tiny gold knob.

"This is a most special and precious item," Tifani said as she moved the other items aside and spread a velvet cloth over the glass-topped counter. Lupita placed the box reverently on the fabric. "A relic of the most holy martyr Padre Pro."

Emilia's breath caught in her throat. "Really? Padre Pro?"

"Who's that?" Kurt asked.

"Padre Pro," Emilia said, as her heart thumped. She was glad she was already sitting down. The rayada box was lacquered in blue and black with an etched design of crosses rather than the usual animal motifs. "He was a priest. A martyr of the Cristero War."

Kurt frowned. "The what?"

"You've never heard of the Cristero War?" Emilia was surprised. Kurt had lived in Mexico for nearly three years and although she knew he wasn't Catholic, it seemed inconceivable he had never heard of the religious upheaval that had taken place in the country during the late 1920s and early 1930s.

"No," Kurt said.

Emilia got her heart rate under control as she considered how to explain it to him. "In the 1920s, the Church was deemed to have too much power," she began. "The government tried to shut it down. Made it illegal for priests to wear their vestments. Placed quotas on the number of priests in each state. Eventually made it illegal for priests to even say Mass. Convents and churches were closed and the property confiscated."

"Here?" Kurt sounded incredulous. "This is the most Catholic country I've ever been in. Are you sure?"

Emilia nodded. "We studied it in school. It went on for a long time. Priests and Catholics who wouldn't renounce the church were arrested and executed. At first the protests were peaceful, but when the army started killing people there was an armed rebellion. Really tore the country apart."

"And this Padre Pro was caught up in it?" Kurt lifted his chin at the enamel box.

"He was a Jesuit priest who defied the government ban on priests giving the sacraments and saying Mass," Emilia explained. "He wore disguises. Used safe houses. Was a good actor, apparently, and had a lot of narrow escapes. He actually got famous as the priest the government couldn't catch."

"Until," Kurt said leadingly.

Emilia nodded. "They trumped up charges and blamed him for an assassination attempt on a famous general. Someone turned him in. He was executed by a firing squad after forgiving the soldiers. Right before he was shot he spread his arms and shouted Viva Cristo Rey. He didn't die immediately so a sergeant shot him point-blank in the head. The government publicized pictures of his execution. It was pretty gruesome."

"They wanted to make an example out of him," Kurt said.

"Exactly." Emilia glanced at the lacquer box and at Lupita and Tifani hovering protectively around it. "But it backfired. Viva Cristo Rey became the Catholic rallying cry and the Cristero War really blew up after that."

"So this Padre Pro is a saint?" Kurt said.

"I don't think he's officially a saint yet," Emilia said. "But he's famous to Mexican Catholics."

Kurt looked up at Tifani. "Well, let's see this relic of the famous Padre Pro."

Tifani and Lupita exchanged glances, then Tifani carefully opened the shallow drawer set into the bottom of the box. "These are the letters verifying the authenticity of the relic," she explained. "Please do not touch."

She took out four letters, each encased in a glassine archival protector, and laid them on the velvet next to the box. Through the cloudy glassine, Emilia could see that two were folds of paper nearly crumbling with age. The other two were envelopes; one with a broken wax seal on the flap and the other relatively new with foxing on the corners.

"The relic of Padre Pro is genuine," Lupita said softly. "The bodies of saints do not, how do you say, corrupt after death. The relic is proof of his true sainthood."

Tifani slid the drawer closed and opened the lid of the box. She took out two pieces of styrofoam and set them aside. She reached back inside the box and drew out a small rectangular display case. Lupita whisked aside the now-empty enamel box and Tifani set the glass case on the velvet pad and turned it so that the front faced Emilia and Kurt.

The sides and top of the display case were made of clear glass. The wooden base was stained a dark mahogany and bore a small brass plaque with an inscription that read A Relic of the Most Holy Martyr Blessed Padre Miguel Pro Juarez, S.J. 1891-1927.

The back was decorated with a color picture of a priest in a bloody cassock lying with arms outstretched at the feet of an officer holding a sword and wearing a garish Napoleon-style uniform.

But it was the object inside the display case that took Emilia's breath away. A long-lost relic of Padre Pro. Her life had come full circle.

Was she actually in the presence of something so holy? Was it proof he was a true saint? She started to make the Sign of the Cross.

"Damn," Kurt said, his voice startling her out of the reverie as effectively as a bucket of cold water. "I don't know much about saints and their bodies staying intact after death, but this is somebody's finger, Em. And they didn't lose it all that long ago." 
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The body was folded up and partially hidden by the animal carcasses hanging from ceiling hooks in the big commercial freezer. Emilia snapped on a pair of latex gloves as her partner Franco Silvio shoved aside half a cow.

“Male,” Silvio said. “Maybe 30 years old.”

Emilia squatted down to look. The place smelled like a butcher store. She had on a canvas motorcycle jacket, jeans, and black loafers with heavy lug soles. Her gun was tucked into its shoulder holster and her hair was pulled back into its usual ponytail. The door to the freezer was propped open but her ears were already tingling from the chill. “I count two small caliber rounds to the head,” she said. “One exit wound, the other round is probably stuck in what’s left of his brain.”

“Execution.” Silvio shifted his weight to keep the animal carcass off the dead body. “What do you think? About 24 hours ago?”

Emilia turned the dead man’s head to the side and it fell forward. The two round black gouges in the side of his head were close together, between his eye and ear. The eye closest to the holes was closed, the other only partly so, as if the bullet’s path had severed one optic nerve but not the other.

The stainless steel wall of the refrigerator where the head had rested was smeared with dried blood. There was no dent that an exiting bullet might have made.

“Looks about right, but the medical examiner can give us a better estimate,” Emilia said. “Looks like he was shot somewhere else and dumped here.” 

“Or else he crawled in trying to hide and the shooter found him.” The side of beef was starting to glisten with condensation. Silvio’s latex-gloved hand slipped and the beef carcass swung free. It bumped into the body, which skittered awkwardly toward Emilia. 

“Shit, Franco!” She hitched herself backwards to avoid being knocked over.

“Make friends, Cruz.”

“Get the meat out of the way so I can check for identification.”

Silvio wore his usual outfit of jeans, white tee, worn leather jacket, and grim expression. Now Acapulco’s senior detective, years ago he’d been a champion heavyweight boxer and retained both the bulk and the menace. He pushed against the beef carcass again and Emilia scooted forward to rifle through the dead man’s pockets. She came away with 800 pesos, some cigarette rolling papers, and a sprinkle of white powder on her gloved fingertip.

She held up her finger to Silvio. He got an evidence bag and she pulled off the glove and dropped it in.

The body was clad in gray cotton pants and an expensive-looking alligator belt. The blue button-down shirt and navy zippered jacket looked cheap but new. The man wore no watch or ring and his hair was long and slick with grease. His high-top sneakers were an expensive name brand. A professional norteamericano basketball player’s signature was embroidered into the leather.

Emilia managed to turn over one of the stiff hands. The lines of the palms were etched with dirt. The fingernails were ragged and there was a rime of black under each one. “Doesn’t look like he was a paying passenger,” she reported. “Maybe he came here for work, never had time to change his address.”

Footsteps rang on the metal floor outside the meat locker. “You need a little help, there, Silvio?” 

The crime scene techs stood in the doorway to the meat locker, cases of gear piled at their feet. The two detectives exchanged greetings with the techs; after more than two years as a detective Emilia knew all of the techs and respected their role. She stood up, Silvio let the side of beef swing back into place, and the two detectives edged their way to the door. Emilia felt cold dampness against her hair as she brushed by a carcass. The meat was starting to defrost. 

Hector Bonilla stood next to the techs, seemingly annoyed by their big toolboxes. “Is this going to take a long time?” he asked. 

Bonilla was the ship’s purser and seemed to regard it as his duty to play host to the visiting detectives. He’d met them at the head of the gangplank, a polished man with prematurely silver hair and liquid eyes who looked like a Latino film star in his crisp white uniform with its braided epaulets. He’d introduced himself in Spanish heavily tinged with an accent that suggested that he spent a lot of time north of the border. 

Bonilla had taken Emilia’s hand in the way that patronizing men sometimes did, by pressing his fingers against hers, instead of offering a palm-to-palm handshake. It rankled even more when he’d vigorously pumped Silvio’s hand and said of course they were concerned about this unprecedented death aboard ship.

“It’ll take as long as it needs to,” Silvio replied. 

“While the techs go over the scene, can you verify if this person was a member of the crew or a passenger?” Emilia asked. They all knew the answer but had to eliminate the obvious. “Have you checked if anyone is missing?”

“We did, but I’ll verify our findings.” Edgar Ramos, head of the ship’s security team, scribbled something in a small notebook. Emilia assumed that he and Bonilla had been assigned as liaison to the police because of their Spanish language skills. The Pacific Grandeur’s common language was English, as they’d been told by the captain in a brief meeting before they were taken into the hold where the body had been found. Emilia’s high school English skills had been polished by weekends at the Palacio Real, where she was more apt to hear English being spoken than Spanish. She would have managed to get by, but it was a relief to be able to conduct the investigation in Spanish.

The corridor outside the meat locker was crammed with more people than Emilia would have liked. Silvio wiped sweat off his upper lip and she wondered if he was feeling claustrophobic. 

The Pacific Grandeur was a Norwegian-flagged cruise ship that made a regular run from Los Angeles to the Panama Canal, with three days in Acapulco along the way. Full occupancy was 5000 passengers, Bonilla had explained as he had led them down a series of narrow metal stairs. Just as Emilia was beginning to think they’d walked across the Pacific, they arrived in the hold used as storerooms for the various kitchens that served the ship. The corridor he led them down was wide enough for two to walk side by side. Every few feet a sturdy metal door was labeled with the contents and which kitchen section of the ship it was for.

Ramos said something to Bonilla and left. Emilia moved through the knot of people clustered near the open meat locker door, gathering up names and their positions aboard ship. Most belonged to the kitchen staff, including the head chef who made little clicking noises with his tongue as he watched his meat defrost. Two others were Ramos’s colleagues on the security team. All looked to Bonilla before answering her questions; the purser was clearly in charge.

“We’re not going to get any prints out of here,” the senior tech said to Silvio. He gestured to the interior of the meat locker. “Too wet. Probably wasn’t shot in here, anyway.”

“Okay.” Silvio shrugged. “Get him out.”

The techs pulled their cases away from the entrance and made room for the morgue body handlers to come in with their body bag and stretcher. Rigor mortis had set in and the body had to be wrestled into a bag with the knees still drawn up against the chest. The smell was a combination of cloying body rot, feces, and fresh butcher shop. One of the female chefs began to sob quietly and Bonilla said something to her.

The team from the morgue started cracking jokes as the zipper of the body bag caught on the dead man’s hand. The techs got more equipment out of their cases and started moving around the corridor, obviously chagrined at the crush of people in the way.

“I think it would be better if you sent your staff into another part of the ship where we can talk to them in a more private setting,” Emilia said to Bonilla. “The techs will have to look in this area as well.”

Ramos reappeared. “I can take everyone who needs to make a statement into the wardroom.”

“We’ll talk to Señor Blom first, the chef who found the body,” Emilia said. She’d taken only a brief statement from the head chef as they’d made their way through the ship. “And all the other members of the kitchen staff who were down here in the last 24 hours.”

“The wardroom will be fine,” Bonilla said. “I’ll bring the detectives when they are done down here.”

Emilia opened her mouth to thank him but Bonilla turned away, pulled Ramos further down the hallway, and bent his head to speak quietly to the shorter man. Emilia watched as they conferred, after which Ramos left with the members of the kitchen staff. The two security officers stayed with Bonilla.

“Silvio, Cruz,” the head tech called out. “You’ll want to see this.”

The tech flicked on an ultraviolet light and played it over the shadows created by the stair risers. A fine smear of blood decorated the wall under the stairway leading up to the next deck. “Somebody tried to clean it up,” he said. “But blood sticks, you know? Check out the angle.”

“He was standing there,” Silvio said. “Under those stairs?”

“Probably like this.” The tech guided Emilia to stand with her back to the wall and adjusted her chin so that she was looking down the corridor toward the meat locker. “Judging from the head wounds, I’d say the shooter wasn’t far away. Bang, bang. Like that.” He mimed shooting Emilia in the head.

Emilia shoved the tech’s arm aside and stepped away from the space under the stairs. Bonilla had been watching very intently but turned away as soon as she’d moved.

“Looks like he was hiding. Or maybe he planned to meet somebody.” Silvio indicated the pristine, well lit corridor beyond the stairwell. “Whatever happened, he got shot twice at relatively close range. Shooter or a friend dumped our boy in the freezer and cleaned up.”

“Time of death?” Emilia asked.

“I’m guessing midnight, early morning,” the tech said.

The rest of the walls were clean. No gouges, scratches or anything to suggest there had been a fight. The clean lines and spotless white walls made it easy. 

Emilia motioned to Silvio with a jerk of her shoulder and they moved a few steps away from Bonilla and the two Pacific Grandeur security goons. “Murder weapon,” she said, keeping her voice low. “I think we need some warm bodies to help search the ship.”

“Who do you think is left to call?”

“Madre de Dios,” Emilia swore softly. Every uniform was pulling extra duty this week. Not only were thousands of passengers from the Pacific Grandeur in town, but there was also a two-day rock festival out at Punta Huarache. But the main event in Acapulco that week was a visit by a “pre-assessment” team from the International Olympic Committee. Only the dead in Acapulco didn’t know that the mayor, Carlota Montoya Perez, was determined that the city would one day host a summer Olympics.

Silvio pulled out his cell phone. “Ten to one we get told to get fucked.”

Bonilla crowded in next to Emilia as Silvio started speaking into his phone. “Is there anything you need from the crew, Detective?”

Emilia gave him a hard look and stepped forward, forcing Bonilla to move away from Silvio. “Not right now,” she said.

Bonilla gave her a tight-lipped smile. “We’re ready to give the Acapulco police force every assistance.” 

“Good to know.” If Emilia wasn’t mistaken, Bonilla was actually straining to hear Silvio’s phone conversation. “We’ll need a list of everyone who left the ship today and what time they come back. We’ll need to know as soon as possible anyone who doesn’t return to the ship.”

“Of course,” Bonilla said.

“We appreciate the cooperation,” Emilia said. They were evenly matched in a battle of fake sincerity, but there was something in Bonilla’s tone Emilia couldn’t quite identify. Disdain, perhaps. Or incredulity. Not at the body bag being wrangled by a team of body collectors from the morgue, but at her and Silvio. “I’m sure you’re worried about the reputation of your ship.”

Bonilla gave her that brittle smile again. “The Pacific Grandeur—.”

“We’ll need to tape off this entire corridor,” the senior tech announced. He unfurled a length of yellow PROHIBIDO EL PASO tape and cordoned off the end of the hallway near the freezer.

Bonilla broke off eye contact with Emilia and practically ran to the freezer door, the two security officers at his heels. “No,” he exclaimed. “That’s not possible.”

“It’s a murder scene,” Emilia said, not moving. 

Bonilla swung his gaze between Emilia near the stairs and the techs by the freezer. They had plastered the door with tape. “We have to have access to this space,” he said impatiently. “Ship’s stores have to be loaded before departure on Wednesday. These are longstanding arrangements. Contracts.”

Silvio ended the phone conversation and joined Emilia. “Señor Bonilla, can you please inform your security team that the Acapulco police will be searching the ship. A support team will be arriving shortly to assist.”

The techs unfurled more yellow tape, effectively closing off the end of the corridor. 

“We’ve already searched the ship,” Bonilla said.

“Your captain called the police,” Silvio said. “We want to be as thorough as possible.”

“You will not be allowed to violate passenger quarters,” Bonilla argued, his face tight with anger as he looked at the ribbons of crime scene tape.

“Please notify your laundry not to touch clothing or rags with possible bloodstains.” Silvio rolled. “We’ll be questioning your crew while we wait for backup to start the search.”

Before Bonilla could protest, the crime scene techs shoved by on their way out. “We’ll take a look at what we got,” the senior tech said to Silvio. He checked his watch. “Need a couple of hours.” Emilia knew they’d probably do the same thing at a dozen more crime scenes throughout the city that day and there’d be a dozen more scenes that weren’t high enough priority to send out the overworked techs. This one was only a high priority because of the connection to the tourism industry.

The techs left, grappling their bulky equipment boxes and escorted by one of the ship’s security officers, as the morgue guys finally strapped the body onto a stretcher. 

“We’re not going to wrestle him up those stairs,” one of the morgue workers said. “You got another way out of this ship?”

Bonilla’s anger had boiled off and his brittle cruise ship smile was back in place. “The loading hatch opens right onto the dock,” he said. “It’s how the ship’s stores for this deck come in.”

“That should work,” Silvio said.

Bonilla murmured something into a radio clipped to his shirt. Several crew members in white shirts and denim pants appeared a minute later and went through an elaborate procedure to open a vast loading hatch and lay a second gangplank onto the dock. Emilia saw Silvio watching carefully. The loading hatch was wide enough to accept bulk deliveries, which made sense. No one loaded that amount of food on board a ship of this size by carrying boxes of vegetables and ice cream and flour down the narrow stairs. Not to mention the contents of a butcher shop.

She tried the handle of the door closest to the blood on the wall. An enamel sign on the door read “Dry Goods. Kitchen 4. Inventory Control:” A hand lettered placard reading “Whitley” had been inserted into a label holder. The door was locked.

“The storerooms stay locked.” Bonilla was suddenly next to her. “The chefs and their assistants have the keys to the areas that are stocked specifically for their kitchens. The signs show who is in charge of that storeroom.”

“What about the cold storage units?” Silvio asked. “Locked as well?”

Bonilla shook his head. “No. That is so no one ever gets trapped inside. There are telephones in the storerooms, but not inside a refrigerator.”

Still radiating anger, Bonilla made a show of producing a key and unlocking the storeroom doors. There were ten storerooms for dry goods. The layout of each was the same; boxes and big plastic containers, all clearly labeled, rested on wire shelves. Clipboards attached to each shelving run listed the inventory. Every time an item was taken out of the storeroom it was noted on the inventory clipboard, with someone initializing the transaction and marking the date.

“We’ll need copies of the lists to see who has been down here,” Emilia told Bonilla.

Silvio threw her a disgusted look and she knew why. The inventory lists were a long shot, as if the killer would have neatly recorded taking a kilo of sugar from the appropriate storeroom before shooting a stowaway in the shadows under a narrow metal staircase. 

The storage spaces were clean, well-lit, and an efficient air handling system kept them smelling fresh. But somehow the stink of the meat hanging in the refrigeration unit clung to Emilia’s clothes and hair. Or maybe it was the image of the folded body, stuffed in with animal carcasses, that made her think she smelled like dead meat.

☼

The discovery of the body had been around 8:00 am. Chef Werner Blom, who had worked more than two dozen cruises aboard the Pacific Grandeur, went down to take inventory before the ship restocked in Acapulco. Heading off a rant about how the meat currently on the ship was now tainted and would have to be disposed of, Emilia walked him through the morning’s events as she scribbled a timeline in her notebook.

Blom had used the phone in the corridor to call the security team and got the man on duty, who in turn called Ramos. He and another security officer named Porter, who did not speak Spanish, met up with Blom and verified that there was indeed a dead body in the meat locker. Ramos notified the captain. After a search of the ship, in case the murderer was still on board, the captain had made the decision to inform the Acapulco police. 

By 4:00 pm, Emilia felt that the Pacific Grandeur was sucking the life out of her. She had another cup of excellent coffee and silently vowed never to go on a cruise.

The assistance they’d received consisted of two uniformed cops who were on the second half of a double shift. Both looked shot to hell and acted like zombies. The ship’s captain refused to give the police access to passenger cabins, just as Bonilla had predicted, and so the zombie brothers sleep-walked through the crew’s quarters. They searched about half of the cabins and found nothing.

The crew interviews were equally useless. Bonilla insisted that both he and Ramos be present as Emilia and Silvio questioned members of the kitchen and security staffs. Emilia felt Silvio grow progressively more angry as each questioning session slowly turned into a farce. Starting with the head chef, it was clear that someone—almost certainly Ramos—had coached each person. No, they hadn’t been down to the stockroom area the previous evening. No, they hadn’t seen the man in question on the ship. No, they hadn’t known anything about a body in the meat locker until the head chef had told Ramos. No, they had never seen anyone with a gun aboard ship.

None of the security team had anything to add. Each opined that the man was a stowaway. No one would hazard a guess as to how the man would have gotten on the ship or who could have killed him.

After the interviews, Ramos showed Emilia and Silvio where the ship’s weapons were kept. Only members of the security detail had the keys to the lockers. A notice was sent to the ship’s computer whenever a locker was opened. He showed them the records; none of the lockers had been opened since the ship left Los Angeles five days ago. Emilia wondered how easy it would be to hack into the program and erase an entry.

Bonilla joined them for a tour of the weapons lockers. A cabinet on the bridge deck held 9mm automatic handguns with the ammunition clips stored separately. Other gun lockers were located in crew areas, but camouflaged so as not to worry passengers. Those contained long guns and were only to be used in the case of pirate attacks. 

“Lot of pirates here in Acapulco,” Silvio said.

“A standard precaution,” Ramos said.

“None of these weapons appear to be the same small caliber that killed our victim,” Emilia said. “Of course we’ll know better after the autopsy.”

Emilia and Silvio were the last cops to leave the ship, as Bonilla and Ramos wound up the tour of the weapons locker at the head of the gangplank leading to the city docks. 

“Perhaps this was a suicide,” Ramos suggested. 

Emilia stopped in surprise. “You realize—,” she started.

“The ship will be detained in port until further notice,” Silvio interrupted with a deadpan look. 

Bonilla drew himself up. “I will notify the captain,” he said. “But the ship has a timetable. Any delay will result in a demarche to the Acapulco authorities.”

“We are the authorities,” Silvio said. “And we’ll be back tomorrow.”

☼

Emilia nearly snorted. “Man wanders onto cruise ship, shoots himself twice in the head, crawls ten meters to a freezer, goes inside and tries to hide behind a side of beef. Yes, excellent theory.”

“Ramos mostly played it cool,” Silvio said. He leaned against the side of the car and stared across the parking lot at the massive white ship. “But he couldn’t keep it up.”

“You think he did it?”

“Him or Bonilla,” Silvio said. “The other one knows it and is trying to protect him. Both are fucking amateurs.”

Emilia popped the top on a soda from the vendor on the corner and watched the tourists stream back to the ship. Most were laden with bags and bundles from Acapulco’s markets. “So who was this guy?” she mused. “Stowaway? Dealer looking to sell a little weed or coke to the passengers? Or a thief who came on planning to rob a couple of staterooms?”

“Either way, Ramos or Bonilla finds him.” Silvio picked up the thread after a long pull at his own can of soda. “Gets a little overexcited, shoots him with a personal weapon he’s not supposed to have on board.”

“Tells his best buddy,” Emilia continued. “If the captain finds out about the personal weapon he’ll get fired. So they shove the guy into the meat locker and dump the murder weapon overboard.”

“Why the meat locker?” Silvio often played the devil’s advocate during their brainstorming sessions.

“Easier than trying to carry him up those stairs,” Emilia reasoned. “And opening that hatch is a big deal. They’d need help.”

“Okay,” Silvio said and burped. “Sounds like we got a working theory but it’s mostly based on the fact that Bonilla and Ramos acted like stooges. Say it’s them. Now they’ve had some time to regroup. Make sure the crew stories are consistent.”

Emilia finished her soda. “Maybe we’ll get some prints. We find out who the victim was. Find his friends. Family. Keep asking questions until we find somebody who saw him come on board.”

“Get enough on him to make Bonilla and Ramos break.” Silvio crushed his empty can in one hand.

“Maybe the crew won’t give us anything, but the docks are always crawling with people.” Emilia waved at the infrastructure supporting the cruise ship docks. “Customs, street vendors, hookers. No matter what time this guy was wandering around, there would be somebody here.”

Silvio’s cell phone rang. As he answered, Emilia walked to a metal trash can affixed to a stanchion reading Keep Acapulco Clean! and threw away her empty can. The call was brief. “Loyola needs us back at the station,” he said.

Emilia slid into the passenger seat, Silvio started the car, and they left the lot in front of the docks.

“You’re Catholic,” Emilia said as the car turned onto the Costera Miguel Alemán boulevard. The coastal route was generally referred to as the Costera. “Do you believe that a saint’s body doesn’t decay after death?”

Silvio glanced at her in exasperation “We’ve been partners for how long, Cruz?” 

“Too long,” Emilia replied.

“Yet I’m still surprised when you talk shit.”

“Answer the question, pendejo,” Emilia said. She cranked down the car window. The wind off the water was salty and crisp, cutting through the butcher shop reek of their clothes. “Do you believe that saints are so holy that their dead bodies don’t decay?”

“That stiff on the ship is no saint.”

“I’m not talking about him,” Emilia said. “I think I found one yesterday.”

“A saint?”

“Yes.”

Silvio signaled a left turn. “Hollywood’s that good, is he?”

“Don’t call him Hollywood,” Emilia said automatically. Silvio and Kurt had met a few months ago, and to Emilia’s surprise, got along well. She knew that Silvio only referred to Kurt as Hollywood to needle her, the same way she couldn’t resist annoying Silvio by using his first name. But despite their often adversarial relationship, Silvio had been the first person she’d told that she was staying at the Palacio Real on the weekends. After all, they were partners. “I’m asking because we ran across a relic that’s supposed to be a finger of Padre Pro, the Cristero War martyr.”

“A real finger?”

“A relic of the martyr Padre Pro,” Emilia repeated.

“I got that part,” Silvio said. “Where’d you find it?”

“Villa de Refugio,” Emilia said. “That fancy Catholic store in El Centro. They had it in a special case with letters of authentication.”

“You think they’re dealing body parts?” Silvio’s scowl deepened as he turned north onto a narrow street flanked by mid-rise buildings and palm trees that would take them up to Avenida Cuauhtémoc. 

“Do you ever listen to me?” Emilia said with a flash of exasperation. “It’s the relic of a famous Catholic martyr.”

“Sure it is,” Silvio snorted. “If Padre Pro’s finger was floating around, it would have floated right over to the Vatican. Take it over to Prade at the morgue and get it tested.” 

“That’s what Kurt wants me to do,” Emilia admitted. 

Kurt had paid an enormous amount of money for the relic, not as a gift for her mother and Ernesto, but on the condition that Emilia take it to Acapulco’s medical examiner. Back at the penthouse last night they’d looked through the letters and then argued fiercely over the relic’s authenticity. She’d left that morning after a quick cup of coffee and a terse goodbye, with the relic in a hotel cooler.

“Never said Hollywood was stupid,” Silvio said. “Just too pretty.” 

“Why don’t you believe it?” Emilia asked, nettled by the thought that both Kurt and Silvio were skeptical that the relic was genuine. “Everybody knows that saints never decompose like real people. Why can’t this finger be like that? Evidence that Padre Pro is a saint?”

Silvio looked over at Emilia in disgust. “You’re not seriously going to whine like a woman that this could be some Church miracle crap. If Pro’s body never decomposed, where is the rest of it?”

“He was executed by the government,” Emilia countered. “The letters that came with the relic say that the finger was amputated and hidden by his mother before he was buried. It got passed on to churches, but never talked about because people were afraid the government would confiscate it.”

“So if this is his finger, that proves he’s a saint?” Silvio asked, his voice larded with skepticism. “You could dig him up and there’d he’d be, bullets and all, still nice and fresh.”

Emilia knew it was a long shot, but she couldn’t deny she wanted the relic to be real. Padre Pro’s finger could be the miracle they needed in order to survive the cartel drugs and violence that had become all too common in Acapulco. It could be her miracle, her sign of forgiveness. “In theory, yes,” she said.

Silvio guffawed. “Tell you what, Cruz. Get the finger tested over at the morgue. If it turns out to be the priest’s I’ll help you dig him up.”
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There was a handsome young man wearing a faultlessly tailored gray suit sitting at Silvio’s desk when the two detectives walked into the squadroom. A cord ran from a pair of hi-tech earphones into the breast pocket of his jacket. The young man’s eyes were closed, his mouth wore a slack smile, and his heels were propped on the desk top dangerously close to Silvio’s favorite coffee mug. 

“Who the hell are you?” Silvio thundered. He swatted the polished shoes off the desk, causing the young man to spill out of the chair. 

“I’m waiting for Detectives Cruz and Silvio,” the young man said breathlessly, recovering his balance.

“Get your ass the hell away from my desk.” Silvio shoved the chair, sending it careening into the side of a nearby filing cabinet. 

The young man removed his headphones, folded them flat and slipped them into the pocket along with the rest of the cord. “I was told that it could be my desk if I wanted it,” he said.

Silvio stepped forward until the young man was pinned and their noses nearly touched. “What the fuck did you say?”

Emilia elbowed Silvio backwards. “I’m Detective Cruz,” she said to the young man. With his curly hair and expensive clothes he looked like a high school kid with too much money. “Detective Silvio’s my partner. Why were you looking for us?”

The young man smiled confidently at her and extended his hand. “Detective Orlando Flores Almaprieto.”

Silvio folded his arms and scowled as Emilia took the proffered hand. Flores extended his hand to Silvio but withdrew it when it was clear the big man wasn’t going to respond.

“You’re from Vice?” Emilia asked hastily. “Tech Ops?”

“I’m assigned here,” Flores said. “First day.”

“What the fuck,” Silvio exclaimed. “Did you know about this, Cruz?”

“No,” Emilia said. They’d been shorthanded for months but generally there was an announcement as to the patrol cops who’d achieved the highest scores on the detective exam and had thus qualified to apply for squadroom vacancies. Emilia nodded at the shabby, crowded squadroom with its metal desks and green filing cabinets. The bulletin boards, punctured with a thousand tack holes, dripped with pictures and notes from the most significant investigations. Only the copier and coffeemaker were relatively new. “Welcome. You took us by surprise. What unit were you with?”

Flores’s smile was replaced with an expression of caution. “You mean, police unit?”

Silvio shifted to stand next to Emilia. “Yeah, kid, where was your beat?”

It made a difference. If Flores had spent a couple of years in the administration building he wouldn’t have the street smarts of someone who’d survived as a uniformed cop in the violence-torn neighborhoods of El Roble or Arroyo Seco.

“I just graduated from university,” Flores said. “That’s why I’m supposed to ride with you two. On the job training.”

Silvio made a noise like a goat caught in a wire fence.

“Really?” Emilia frowned. No one walked off the street and into a detective billet. Every detective in the squadroom had spent at least five years as a beat cop. She’d spent ten. “What’s your degree in? Criminology? Psychology? Computers? We could really use somebody with cyber skills.”

“Music theory and composition,” Flores said.

There was a rushing sound as Silvio barreled across the squadroom. He banged once on the door to the lieutenant’s office, slammed it open, and charged across the threshold. 

“Excuse me,” Emilia said.

☼

“What the fuck,” Silvio repeated.

“Chief Salazar called me this morning and the courier dropped off the file.” Loyola slumped in his chair and the overhead fluorescent light accentuated the shadows under his eyes. The deep creases running from his nose to the edges of his mouth hadn’t been there six weeks ago. “He said it’s a new program to integrate university graduates. Flores is the first.”

Emilia picked up the file from the corner of the cluttered desk. There was little in it: standard identification picture, fingerprint card, and a personnel action notification that said Flores had been hired by the city of Acapulco. His starting salary was more than what Emilia made after 12 years with the police force. But she didn’t have a college degree.

She handed the open file to Silvio whose face twisted in anger as he read. A moment later he slapped the file closed in front of Loyola, causing the papers strewn across the messy desk to flutter onto the floor. “There’s no new program,” the big detective snarled as Loyola dove to catch the mess. “This is por dedazo, pure and simple.”

Emilia had to agree. Por dedazo literally meant by the finger, as in a finger pointing to a job for a friend. Someone with power wanted Flores to be a detective and had pointed to the most direct way possible. Her mind lit on a bad pun about the Padre Pro relic and as quickly dismissed it. 

“I only know what Chief Salazar told me,” Loyola said defensively as he piled the fallen papers back on the desk top.

For the past three months, ever since Lieutenant Rufino had been shot and left the force, Loyola had been acting lieutenant. Emilia hadn’t any strong feelings about Loyola one way or the other before his appointment, but under the bespectacled former schoolteacher, the squadroom had slowed to a crawl. She didn’t know if Loyola was unsure of his authority or had been ordered to do so, but every decision now had to be vetted through the office of Acapulco Chief of Police Enrique Salazar Robelo. 

The appointment as acting lieutenant had been a surprise to everyone in the squadroom, including Loyola who’d been notified by text message. Silvio was the senior detective as well as the squadroom’s dominant personality and natural leader. But Silvio had a checkered past that included a temporary suspension resulting from unproven charges of murdering his own partner, charges that Emilia knew to be false. Moreover, there was bad blood between Silvio and Vincent Obregon Sosa, the head of the police union for the state of Guerrero.  

Emilia pressed a hand to her temple and rubbed at a burgeoning headache. In the confines of the small office, the meat locker aroma clinging to her hair and clothes was especially raw. Silvio didn’t smell like a garden, either. “He’s actually expecting us to train him? A kid with a degree in music?” 

Silvio paced in front of Loyola’s desk. “Tell Salazar to put him through the academy with uniformed recruits.”

“Chief Salazar was very specific,” Loyola said. “Flores comes directly into the squadroom and we’re to give him on the job training. He’ll ride with you two for a couple of weeks. You’ll have to get him qualified on the shooting range, get him trained on the intranet and evidence procedures, walk him around so he can figure out who’s who and find case files.”

“No.” Silvio stopped pacing. “Either tell Salazar to send him to the academy or give the fucker to somebody else.”

“There isn’t anybody else,” Loyola said. 

“I don’t give a fuck.” Silvio leaned over the desk and shook his finger at Loyola. “Cruz and I got work coming out of our asses and we don’t have time for this.”

Loyola planted his hands on the desk as if to steady himself and rose to face the irate senior detective. “Ibarra’s flying solo and I’m not putting some rookie with him who is going to get him shot,” he said. “Macias and Sandor are in Mexico City starting next week at that training course. It’s either you or Gomez and Castro.”

Silvio huffed out a breath, rubbed a hand across his bristly gray crew cut, and turned his back on Loyola. Emilia gave an inward groan. Gomez and Castro were the squadroom’s troublemakers. She’d had run-ins with both of them and knew that they’d pilfered evidence from an important money laundering case against a casino. As a result, the case had collapsed and the casino had reopened. At least Castro’s brother, who’d turned up with some of the stolen evidence, was now in jail. 

“Madre de Dios.” Silvio swore and smacked the wall. He spun around, always agile despite his heavy musculature. “We’re now babysitting somebody’s precious baby boy. What the fuck’s his name? Flores?” 

“Whose baby boy is he, anyway?” Emilia asked. Who had pointed on behalf of Flores? Chief Salazar or someone else?

Loyola raised his hands in surrender and sat down again. “I only know what’s in his file.”

“Madre de Dios,” Silvio swore again. “Between Cruz’s fucking finger, that ship of fools, and now this kid, it’s been a hell of a day.”

“What’s the matter with you?” Loyola looked at Emilia’s hands.

“I bought a finger yesterday,” Emilia said.

“Tell me it was chicken or fish,” Loyola said.

“Supposedly a finger of the Cristero martyr Padre Pro,” Silvio said as he dropped into one of the chairs by the desk. Plastic and metal squeaked in protest.

Loyola’s mouth opened in surprise.

“Found it at the Villa de Refugio store downtown,” Emilia said. She leaned against the wall by the office door. “Fancy place, all religious items. Came with letters saying it’s the priest’s finger.”

“How fresh does it look?” Loyola asked.

“Hard to tell,” Emilia said. Why was she always surrounded by skeptics? “It’s in a glass box.”

“Take it over to Prade,” Loyola said. “Call some of the private security companies, too. See if anybody’s dealing with a chopper.”

Emilia slid into the other chair in front of Loyola’s desk, suddenly tired. She’d been so focused on the chance that the finger was truly that of Padre Pro that she hadn’t considered more obvious possibilities. 

The number of kidnappings in Acapulco had climbed steadily during the years Emilia had been a cop, as the drug cartels turned to creative extortion to fund their bloody wars with each other, as well as the lifestyles that kept the ranks of the young and unemployed flocking to join up as lookouts, mules, and assassins. “Choppers” were kidnappers who cut off the kidnapping victim’s body parts in order to pressure families into paying a hefty ransom. In cases where it took the families a significant amount of time to scrape up the money, victims lost multiple body parts.

Local police were rarely part of the effort to rescue a kidnaping victim. Families invariably either used a relatively trusted federal unit or a private security firm to guide them through the negotiations and eventual ransom payment. Corruption was endemic throughout local police forces and most families were rightly afraid that the police were either part of the kidnapping ring or would insert themselves into the situation in order to make off with some or all of the ransom. Emilia had first-hand experience of how a kidnapping could go awry when a previous lieutenant had offered to deliver ransom money and switched the cash for counterfeit bills. The young victim had lost both thumbs.

“Open a case file.” Loyola began to swivel his desk chair from side to side, a nervous habit he’d acquired lately. 

“Don’t we need to clear it with Chief Salazar’s office first?” Silvio asked.

He’d made no effort to hide his sarcasm and Emilia shot him a warning look.

But Loyola hadn’t noticed. “I’ll call,” he said, looking under piles of folders and loose pieces of paper until he found a well-thumbed spiral-topped notebook. He flipped to a clean page and began to write. “It’s a good case for Flores to cut his teeth on. No violence, just some phone calls. He can make some contacts right off.”

“Sure,” Emilia said unhappily.

Loyola looked up from his notebook. “Is that it?”

Silvio looked disgusted. “Well, there was the little matter of the body on the cruise ship. But hell, if you’re not interested—.”

“That’s right,” Loyola said. “What have you got?”

“Unidentified male, late twenties or early thirties,” Emilia said. “Shot in the head under a service stairwell on a deck used principally for kitchen storage and loading cargo. Killer tried to wipe off blood stains and then stuffed the body into their meat freezer.” 

Silvio stood up as if restless. “Probably a dealer, thief, or stowaway.” 

“So basically, nobody important,” Loyola said. He rubbed his eyes and resumed scribbling in his notebook. “Regrettable incident but not the high priority it would be if the victim had been a passenger from El Norte. Murder weapon?” 

“Small caliber,” Emilia answered. “The two sleepwalkers you scraped up did a search of crew quarters only. We’ll finish tomorrow, for what’s it’s worth. The captain refused to let us into passenger areas and we’d need an army to do that, anyway.”

“Suspects?” 

“Two. Both crew members,” Silvio said. “Working theory is crew member caught him, killed him. Panicked and tried to hide the body. Tomorrow we’ll follow up with Customs, dock employees, local vendors. Find out who might have seen him come on board.” 

He went to the door and yanked it open. From where she was sitting, Emilia could see straight into the squadroom. Flores was now standing next to her desk. He was talking to Castro and Gomez, both of whom were rangy men with ponytails, scraggly beards, rock band tee shirts and slouchy jeans. Neither was trying very hard to hide his amusement.

“Fine.” Loyola kept writing. “Well, keep me apprised.”

Silvio snatched the pen out of Loyola’s hand. “Let’s get one thing straight. Taking on this Flores kid was your decision. Whatever fucking happens to him is your responsibility.”

Loyola bolted to his feet and thrust a finger at Silvio. “This is an order from Chief Salazar, Franco. Show a little loyalty.”

“You really need to grow a pair,” Silvio said, in a surprisingly quiet voice. “If you had any guts at all, you wouldn’t be dumping some clueless kid on the street. He’s not going to last.” 

As Emilia watched through the open door, Castro said something in his usual jittery way and Flores looked down at the fly of his pants. When the young man’s gaze came back up to the two detectives, Gomez slapped him on the back hard enough for the folded earphones to fall out of his jacket pocket. They tumbled the length of the cord. Flores stuffed them back in as Castro and Gomez jinked around him like two drug addicts who’d found a lost tourist.

Emilia closed her eyes and said a little prayer.
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