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For Detective Rick Jackson, 

With thanks for your service to the City of Angels,

And hope that the second retirement sticks.

Hit ’em straight!
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It seemed to Bosch to be a form of torture heaped upon torture. Corazon was hunched over the steel table, her bloody and gloved hands deep inside the gutted torso, working with forceps and a long-bladed instrument she called the “butter knife.” Corazon was not tall and she stood on her tiptoes to be able to reach down and in with her tools. She braced her hip against the side of the autopsy table to gain leverage.
         

What bothered Bosch about the grisly tableau was that the body had already been so violated for so long. Both legs gone, one arm taken at the shoulder, the surgical scars old but somehow raw and red. The man’s mouth was open in a silent scream. His eyes were directed upward as if beseeching his God for mercy. Deep down Bosch knew that the dead were the dead and they no longer suffered the cruelties of life, but even so he felt like saying, Enough is enough. Asking, When does it stop? Shouldn’t death be the relief from the tortures of life?

But he didn’t say anything. He stood mute and just watched as he had hundreds of times before. More important than his outrage and the desire to speak out against the continuing atrocity inflicted on Orlando Merced was Bosch’s need for the bullet Corazon was trying to pry loose from the dead man’s spine.

Corazon dropped back on her heels to rest. She blew out her breath and temporarily fogged her spatter shield. She glanced at Bosch through the steamed plastic.

“Almost there,” she said. “And I’ll tell you what, they were right not to try to take it out back then. They would have had to saw entirely through T-twelve.”

Bosch just nodded, knowing she was referring to one of the vertebrae.

She turned to the table, where her instruments were spread out.

“I need something else…,” she said.

She put the butter knife in a stainless-steel sink, where a running faucet kept the water level to the overflow drain. She then moved her hand to the left of the sink and across the display of sterilized tools until she chose a long, slender pick. She went back to work with her hands in the hollow of the victim’s torso. All the organs and intestines had been removed, weighed, and bagged, leaving just the husk formed by the upturned ribs. She went up on her toes again and used her upper-body strength and the steel pick to finally pop the bullet loose from the spinal column. Bosch heard it rattle inside the rib cage.

“Got it!”

She pulled her arms out of the hollow, put down the pick, and sprayed the forceps with the hose attached to the table. She then held the instrument up to examine her find. She tapped the floor button for the recorder with her foot and went on the record.

“A projectile was removed from the anterior T-twelve vertebra. It is in damaged condition with severe flattening. I will photograph it and mark it with my initials before turning it over to Detective Hieronymus Bosch with the Open-Unsolved Unit of the Los Angeles Police Department.”

She tapped the recorder button with her foot again and they were off the record. She smiled at him through her plastic screen.

“Sorry, Harry, you know me, a stickler for formalities.”

“I didn’t think you’d even remember.”

He and Corazon had once had a brief romance but that was a long time ago and very few people knew his real full name.

“Of course I would,” she said in mock protest.

There was almost an aura of humility about Teresa Corazon that had not been there in the past. She had been a climber and had eventually gotten what she wanted—the chief medical examiner’s post and all of its trappings, including a reality television show. But when one reaches the top of a public agency, one becomes a politician, and politicians fall out of favor. Teresa eventually fell hard and now she was back where she started, a deputy coroner with a caseload like anyone else’s in the office. At least they had let her keep her private autopsy suite. For now.

She took the bullet over to the counter, where she photographed it and then marked it with an indelible black pen. Bosch was ready with a small plastic evidence bag and she dropped it in. He then marked the bag with both of their initials, a chain-of-custody routine. He studied the misshaped projectile through the plastic. Despite the damage, he believed it was a .308-caliber bullet, which would mean it had been fired by a rifle. If so, that would be a significant new piece of information in the case.

“Will you stay for the rest, or was that all you wanted?”

She asked it as if there were something else going on between them. He held up the evidence bag.

“I think I should probably get this going. We’ve got a lot of eyes on this case.”

“Right. Well, then, I’ll just finish up by myself. What happened to your partner anyway? Wasn’t she here with you in the hall?”

“She had to make a call.”

“Oh, I thought maybe she wanted us to have some alone time. Did you tell her about us?”

She smiled and batted her eyelashes and Bosch looked away awkwardly.

“No, Teresa. You know I don’t talk about stuff like that.”

She nodded.

“You never did. You’re a man who keeps his secrets.”

He looked back at her.

“I try,” he said. “Besides, that was a long time ago.”

“And the flame’s gone out, hasn’t it?”

He pushed things back on subject.

“On the cause. You’re not seeing anything different from what the hospital is reporting, right?”

Corazon shook her head, able to move back as well.

“No, nothing different here. Sepsis. Blood poisoning, to use the more common phrase. Put that in your press release.”

“And you have no trouble linking this back to the shooting? You could testify to that?”

She was nodding before Bosch was finished speaking.

“Mr. Merced died because of blood poisoning, but I am listing cause of death as homicide. This was a ten-year murder, Harry, and I will gladly testify to that. I hope that bullet helps you find the killer.”

Bosch nodded and closed his hand around the plastic bag containing the bullet.

“I hope so too,” he said.
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Bosch took the elevator up to the ground floor. In the past few years the county had spent thirty million dollars renovating the coroner’s office but the elevators moved just as slowly as ever. He found Lucia Soto on the back loading dock, leaning against an empty gurney and looking at her phone. She was short, well-proportioned, and 110 pounds at the most. She wore the kind of stylish suit that was in vogue with female detectives. It let her keep a gun on her hip instead of in a purse. It said power and authority in a way a dress could never say it. This one was dark brown, and she wore it with a cream blouse. It went well with her smooth brown skin.
         

She glanced up as Bosch approached and then stood up hurriedly like a kid who’d been caught doing something wrong.

“Got it,” Bosch said.

He held up the evidence bag containing the bullet. Soto took it and studied the bullet through the plastic for a moment. A couple of body movers came up behind her and pulled the empty gurney toward the door of what was known as the Big Crypt. It was a new addition to the complex, a refrigerated space the size of a Mayfair Market where all of the bodies that came in were staged before being scheduled for autopsy.

“It’s big,” Soto said.

Bosch nodded.

“And long,” Bosch said. “I’m thinking we’re looking for a rifle.”

“It looks like it’s in pretty bad shape,” Soto said. “Mushroomed.”

She handed the bag back and Bosch put it in his coat pocket.

“There’s enough there for a comparison, I think,” he said. “Enough for us to get lucky.”

The men behind Soto opened the door of the Big Crypt to wheel the gurney in. Cold air carrying a disagreeable chemical scent blasted across the loading dock. Soto turned in time to see a glimpse of the giant refrigerated room. Row after row of bodies stacked four high on a stainless-steel scaffolding system. The dead were wrapped in opaque plastic sheeting, their feet exposed, toe tags flapping in the breeze from the refrigeration vents.

Soto quickly turned away, her face turning white.

“You okay?” Bosch asked.

“Yes, fine,” she said. “That just grosses me out.”

“It’s actually a big improvement. The bodies used to be lined up in the hallways. Sometimes stacked on top of one another after a busy weekend. It got pretty ripe around here.”

She held a hand up to stop him from further description.

“Please, are we done?”

“We’re done.”

He started moving and Soto followed, falling in a step behind him. She tended to walk behind Bosch and he didn’t know if it was some sort of deferential thing to his age and rank or something else, like a confidence issue. He headed to the steps at the end of the dock. It was a shortcut to the visitor parking lot.

“Where do we go?” she asked.

“We get the slug over to firearms,” Bosch said. “Speaking of getting lucky—it’s walk-in Wednesday. Then we go pick up the file and evidence at Hollenbeck. We take it from there.”

“Okay.”

They went down the steps and started crossing the employee parking lot. The visitor lot was on the side of the building.

“Did you make your call?” Bosch asked.

“What?” Soto asked, confused.

“You said you had to make a call.”

“Oh, yes, I did. Sorry about that.”

“No problem. You get what you need?”

“Yes, thanks.”

Bosch was guessing that there had been no call. He suspected that Soto wanted to skip out on the autopsy because she had never seen a human body hollowed out before. Soto was new not only to the Open-Unsolved Unit but to homicide work as well. This was the third case she had worked with Bosch and the only one with a death fresh enough for an autopsy. Soto probably hadn’t been counting on live autopsies when she signed up to work cold cases. The visuals and the odors were usually the most difficult things to get used to in homicide work. Cold cases usually eliminated both.

In recent years the crime rate in Los Angeles had decreased markedly across the board, including and most dramatically the number of homicides. This had spurred a shift within the LAPD’s investigative priority and practice. With fewer active murder cases, the Department increased its emphasis on clearing cold cases. With more than ten thousand unsolved murders on the books in the past fifty years, there was plenty of work to go around. The Open-Unsolved Unit had nearly tripled in size over the course of the previous year and now had its own command staff, including a captain and two lieutenants. Many seasoned detectives were brought in from Homicide Special and other elite units within the Robbery-Homicide Division. Also, a class of young detectives with little if any investigative experience was brought in. The philosophy handed down from the tenth-floor OCP—Office of the Chief of Police—was that it was a new world out there, with new technologies and new ways to look at things. While nothing beats investigative know-how, there is nothing wrong with combining it with new viewpoints and different life experiences.

These new detectives—the “Mod Squad,” as they were derisively called by some—got the choice assignment to the Open-Unsolved Unit for a variety of reasons ranging from political connections to particular acumen and skills to rewards for heroism in the line of duty. One of the new detectives had worked in IT for a hospital chain before becoming a cop and was instrumental in solving the murder of a patient through a computerized prescription delivery system. Another had studied chemistry as a Rhodes Scholar. There was even a detective who was formerly an investigator with the Haitian National Police.

Soto was only twenty-eight years old and had been on the force fewer than five years. She was a “slick sleeve”—not a stripe of rank on her uniform—and made the jump to detective by being a twofer. She was Mexican-American and spoke both English and Spanish fluently. She also punched a more traditional ticket to the detective ranks when she became an overnight media sensation after a deadly shoot-out with armed robbers at a liquor store in Pico-Union. She and her partner engaged four gunmen. Her partner was fatally shot but Soto took down two of the robbers and held the second pair pinned in an alley until SWAT arrived and finished the capture. The gunmen were members of 13th Street, one of the most violent gangs operating in the city, and Soto’s heroics were splashed across newspapers, websites, and television screens. Police chief Gregory Malins later awarded her the Department’s Medal of Valor. Her partner received the award as well, posthumously.

Captain George Crowder, the new commander of the Open-Unsolved Unit, decided the best way to handle the influx of new blood into the unit was to split up all the existing partnerships and pair every detective who had OU experience with a new detective who had none. Bosch was the oldest man in the unit and had the most years on the job. As such he was paired with the youngest—Soto.

“Harry, you’re the old pro,” Crowder had explained. “I want you watching over the rookie.”

While Bosch didn’t particularly care to be reminded of his age and standing, he was nonetheless happy with the assignment. He was entering what would be his last year with the Department, as the clock was ticking on his DROP contract. To him, every day he had left on the job was golden. The hours were like diamonds—as valuable as anything on earth. He thought that it might be a good way to finish things, training an inexperienced detective and passing on whatever it was he had to pass on. When Crowder told him his new partner would be Lucia Soto, Bosch was pleased. Like everybody else in the Department, he had heard of Soto’s exploits in the shoot-out. Bosch knew what it was like to kill someone in the line of duty, as well as to lose a partner. He understood the mixture of grief and guilt that would afflict Soto. He thought that he and Soto could work well together and that he might train her to be a solid investigator.

There was also a nice bonus for Bosch in being teamed with Soto. Because she was a female, he would not have to share a hotel room when on the road on a case. They would get their own rooms. This was a big thing. The travel component to a job on the cold case squad was high. Oftentimes those who think they have gotten away with murder leave town, hoping that by putting physical distance between themselves and their crimes, they are also outdistancing the reach of the police. Now Bosch looked forward to finishing his time in the Department without having to share a bathroom or put up with the snoring or other emissions from a partner in a cramped double at a Holiday Inn.

Soto might not have been hesitant when pulling her gun while outnumbered in a barrio alley, but watching a live autopsy was something different. She had seemed reluctant that morning when Bosch told her they had caught a live one and had to go to the coroner’s office for an autopsy. Soto’s first question was whether it was required that both partners in an investigative team attend the dissection of the body. With most cold cases, the body was long in the ground and the only dissection involved was the analysis of old records and evidence. Open-Unsolved allowed Soto to work the most important cases—murders—without having to view a live autopsy or, for that matter, a homicide scene.

Or so it seemed until that morning, when Bosch got the call at home from Crowder.

The captain asked Bosch if he had read the Los Angeles Times that morning and Bosch said he didn’t get the paper. This was in keeping with the long-standing tradition of disdain that existed between the two institutions of law enforcement and the media.
         

The captain then proceeded to tell him about a story on the front page that morning that was the origin of a new assignment for Bosch and Soto. As Bosch listened, he opened his laptop and went to the newspaper’s website, where the story was similarly receiving a lot of play.

The newspaper was reporting that Orlando Merced had died. Ten years earlier, Merced became famous in Los Angeles as a victim—the unintended target of a shooting at Mariachi Plaza in Boyle Heights. The bullet that struck Merced in the abdomen had traveled across the plaza from the vicinity of Boyle Avenue and was thought to have been a stray shot from a gang confrontation.

The shooting occurred at 4 p.m. on a Saturday. Merced was thirty-one years old at the time and a member of a mariachi band for which he played the vihuela, the five-string guitarlike instrument that is the mainstay of the traditional Mexican folk sound. He and his three bandmates were among several mariachis waiting in the plaza for jobs—a restaurant gig or a quinceañera party or maybe a last-minute wedding. Merced was a large man, thick in the middle, and the bullet that seemingly came from nowhere splintered the mahogany facing of his instrument and then tore through his gut before lodging in his anterior spine.
         

Merced would have become just another victim in a city where the media hits and runs—a thirty-second story on the English news channels, a four-paragraph report in the Times, a little more longevity in the Spanish media.
         

But a simple twist of fate changed that. Merced and his band, Los Reyes Jalisco, had performed three months earlier at the wedding of city councilman Armando Zeyas, and Zeyas was now ramping up a campaign for the mayor’s office.

Merced lived. The bullet damaged his spine and rendered him both a paraplegic and a cause. As the mayoral campaign took shape, Zeyas rolled him out in his wheelchair at all of his political rallies and speeches. He used Merced as a symbol of the neglect suffered by the communities of East Los Angeles. Crime was high, and police attention low—they had yet to catch Merced’s shooter. Gang violence was unchecked, basic city services and long-planned projects like the extension of the Metro Gold Line were long delayed. Zeyas promised to be the mayor who would change that, and he used Merced and East L.A. to forge a base and strategy that separated him from a crowded pack of contenders. He made it to the runoff and then easily took the election. All the way, Merced was by his side, sitting in the wheelchair, clad in his charro suit and sometimes even wearing the bloodstained blouse he wore on the day of the shooting.
         

Zeyas served two terms. East L.A. got new attention from the city and the police. Crime went down. The Gold Line went through—even including an underground stop at Mariachi Plaza—and the mayor basked in the glow of his successes. But the person who shot Orlando Merced was never caught, and over time the bullet took a steady toll on his body. Infections led to numerous hospitalizations and surgeries. First he lost one leg, then the other. Adding insult to injury, the arm that once strummed the instrument that produced the rhythms of Mexican folk music was taken.

And, finally, Orlando Merced had died.

“The ball’s in our court now,” Crowder had said to Bosch. “I don’t care what the goddamn newspaper says, we have to decide if this is a homicide. If his death can be attributed medically to that shooting ten years ago, then we make a case and you and Lucky Lucy go back into it.”
         

“Got it.”

“The autopsy’s gotta say homicide or this whole thing dies with Merced.”

“Got it.”

Bosch never turned down a case, because he knew he was running out of cases. But he had to wonder why Crowder was giving the Merced investigation to him and Soto. He knew from the start that it was suspected that the bullet that had struck Merced had come from a gang gun. This meant the new investigation would almost wholly center on White Fence and the other prominent East L.A. gangs that traversed Boyle Heights. It was essentially going to be a Spanish-language case, and while Soto was obviously fluent, Bosch had limited skills in the language. He could order off a taco truck and tell a suspect to drop to his knees and put his hands behind his head. But conducting careful interviews and even interrogations in Spanish was not in his skill set. That would fall to Soto, and she, in his estimation, didn’t have the chops for it yet. There were at least two other teams in the unit that had Spanish speakers with more investigative experience. Crowder should have gone with one of them.

The fact that Crowder had not gone with the obvious and correct choice made Bosch suspicious. On one hand, the directive to put the Bosch-Soto team on the case could have come from the OCP. It would be a media-sensitive investigation, and having Soto, the hero cop, on the case might help mold a positive media response. A darker alternative was that perhaps Crowder wanted the Bosch-Soto team to fail and very publicly undercut the police chief’s edict to break with tradition and experience when he formed the new Open-Unsolved Unit. The chief’s jumping of several young and inexperienced officers over veteran detectives waiting for slots in RHD squads did not go over well with the rank and file. Maybe Crowder was out to embarrass the chief for doing it.

Bosch tried to push speculation about motives aside as they rounded the corner and entered the visitor parking lot. He thought about the plan for the day and realized that they were probably less than a mile from Hollenbeck Station and even closer to Mariachi Plaza. They could take Mission down to 1st and then go under the 101. Ten minutes tops. He decided to reverse the order of stops that he had told Soto they would make.

They were halfway through the lot to the car when Bosch heard Soto’s name called from behind them. He turned to see a woman crossing the employee lot, holding a wireless microphone. Behind her a cameraman struggled to keep his camera up while he negotiated his way between cars.

“Shit,” Bosch said.

Bosch looked around to see if there were others. Someone—maybe Corazon—had tipped the media.

Bosch recognized the woman but he could not remember from which news show or press conference. But he didn’t know her and she didn’t know him. She went right to Soto with the microphone. Soto was the better-known quantity when it came to the media. At least in recent history.

“Detective Soto, Katie Ashton, Channel Five, do you remember me?”

“Uh, I think…”

         “Has Orlando Merced’s death officially been ruled a homicide?”

“Not yet,” Bosch said quickly, even though he was not on camera.

Both the camera and the reporter turned to him. This was not what he wanted, to be on the news. But he did want to get a few steps ahead of the media on the case.

“The Coroner’s Office is evaluating Mr. Merced’s medical records and will make a decision on that. We hope to know something very soon.”

“Will this restart the investigation of Mr. Merced’s shooting?”

“The case is still open and that’s all we have to say at this time.”

Without further word Ashton turned 90 degrees to her right and brought the microphone under Soto’s chin.

“Detective Soto, you were awarded the LAPD’s Medal of Valor for the Pico-Union shoot-out. Are you now gunning for whoever shot Orlando Merced?”

Soto seemed momentarily nonplussed, then replied.

“I am not gunning for anyone.”

Bosch pushed past the videographer, who had swung around to film over Ashton’s left shoulder. He got to Soto and turned her toward their car.

“That’s it,” he said. “No further comment. Call media relations if you want anything else.”

They left the reporter and videographer there and walked quickly to the car. Bosch got into the driver’s seat.

“Good answer,” he said as he turned the ignition.

“What do you mean?” Soto responded.

“Your answer to her about gunning for the Merced shooter.”

“Oh.”

They drove out onto Mission and headed south. When they were a few blocks clear of the coroner’s office, Bosch pulled to the curb and stopped. He held out his hand to Soto.

“Let me see your phone for a second,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Soto asked.

“Let me see your phone. You said you had to make a call when I went into the autopsy. I want to see if you called that reporter. I can’t have a partner who’s feeding the media.”

“No, Harry, I didn’t call her.”

“Good, then let me see your phone.”

Soto indignantly handed him her cell phone. It was an iPhone, same as Harry had. He opened up the call record. Soto had not made a call since the previous evening. And the last call she had received had been from Bosch that morning, telling her about the case they had just caught.

“Did you text her?”

He opened the text app and saw the most recent text was to someone named Adriana. It was in Spanish. He held the phone up to his partner.

“Who’s this? What’s it say?”

“It’s to my friend. Look, I didn’t want to go into that room, okay?”

Bosch looked at her.

“What room? What are you—”

“The autopsy. I didn’t want to have to watch that.”

“So you lied to me?”

“I’m sorry, Harry. It’s embarrassing. I don’t think I can take that.”

Bosch handed the phone back.

“Just don’t lie to me, Lucia.”

He checked the side mirror and pulled away from the curb. They were silent until they got down to 1st Street and Bosch moved into the left-turn lane. Soto realized they were not heading to the Regional Crime Lab with the bullet.

“Where are we going?”

“We’re in the neighborhood. I thought we’d check out Mariachi Plaza for a few minutes, then go to Hollenbeck for the murder book.”

“I see. What about firearms?”

“We’ll do it after. Is this related to the shoot-out—your not wanting to go to the autopsy?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know. I just didn’t want to see that, that’s all.”

Bosch let it go for the time being. Two minutes later they were approaching Mariachi Plaza and Bosch saw two TV trucks parked at the curb with their transmitters cranked up for live reports.

“They’re really jumping all over this,” he said. “We’ll come back.”

He drove on by. A half mile later they came to the Hollenbeck Station. Brand-new and modern, with angled glass panels creating a facade that reflected the sun in multiple angles, it looked more like some sort of corporate office than a police station. Bosch pulled into the visitor lot and killed the engine.

“This is going to be pleasant,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Soto asked.

“You’ll see.”


	

    
	
		3


Bosch never liked being on either end of a takeaway case. When he worked Hollywood Homicide, the big cases were often grabbed by the elite Robbery-Homicide Division. Then when he worked RHD himself, he was on the other end of it, often taking cases away from the smaller regional squads. In Open-Unsolved that rarely happened because the cases were old and dusty. But the Merced case, though ten years old, was not housed in the Department’s archives. It still belonged to the original two investigators who caught it on the day of the shooting. Until now.
         

Bosch and Soto entered the station through the work door, as the entrance off the black-and-white lot was called. They followed a rear hallway into the detective bureau and Bosch knocked on the open door of the lieutenant’s office.

“Lieutenant Garcia?”

“That’s me.”

Bosch stepped into the tiny office and Soto followed.

“I’m Bosch and this is Soto. We’re from Open-Unsolved, here to pick up the stuff on Merced. We’re looking for Rodriguez and Rojas.”

Garcia nodded. He looked like a classic LAPD administrator. White shirt, bland tie, jacket hooked over the back of his seat. He had on cuff links that were tiny little police badges. No cop would wear cuff links out on the street. Too gaudy, too easy to lose in a scuffle.

“Yes, we were alerted by command. They’re ready for you. CAPs is back around the corner past the milking room.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant.”

Bosch turned to go and almost banged into Soto, who didn’t realize they were finished with the lieutenant. She awkwardly stepped back and turned to leave.

“Uh, Detectives?” Garcia said.

Bosch turned back to him.

“Do me one favor. If you clear it, don’t forget about my guys.”

He was talking about the credit that would go along with solving a high-profile case. The trouble with a takeaway was that often the divisional detectives did a lot of the groundwork and then the big shots from downtown came in and scooped the case and with it all the glory that followed an arrest. Having been on both sides of takeaway cases, Bosch understood what Garcia was asking.

“We won’t,” he said. “In fact, if you can spare them, we’ll use them when the time is right.”

Bosch was talking about making an arrest. If they reached the point that they had a suspect and Bosch was putting together a warrant or an arrest team he would circle back for Rodriguez and Rojas.

“Good deal,” Garcia said.

They left the office and found the CAPs table in an alcove past the station’s lactation room. The city had recently mandated that all public facilities have a “family” room where employees or citizen visitors could have privacy while breast-feeding their babies. None of the nineteen police stations in the city were designed to include a lactation room, so the edict went out that one of the interview rooms in each detective bureau be transformed into a space that met city requirements. The rooms were repainted in soothing pastel tones, and cartoon stickers were added as well. Sometimes in overcrowded situations, the rooms were used during investigations, the unwitting suspects being interrogated in front of the likes of SpongeBob SquarePants and Kermit the Frog.

The Hollenbeck CAPs squad consisted of five desks pushed together in such a way that two pairs of detectives faced each other, and the squad leader’s desk was located at one end of the desks. There were only two men sitting at this configuration under the “Crimes Against Persons” sign, and Bosch assumed they were Oscar Rodriguez and Benito Rojas.

There was a stack of three blue binders on the desk in front of one of the men. Bosch could read the name MERCED on the spine of two of them. The third just said TIPS. Also on the desk was a cardboard box sealed with red evidence tape. Leaning next to the desk was a black carrying case for what Bosch assumed was Orlando Merced’s instrument. There were bumper stickers festooning the case, announcing its travel to many towns and regions through the Southwest and Mexico.
         

“Hey, guys,” Bosch said. “We’re from Open-Unsolved.”

“Of course you are,” said one of the men. “The big shots have arrived.”

Bosch nodded. He had been the same way in the past when a case was taken away from him. He held his hand out to the angry detective.

“Harry Bosch. And this is Lucia Soto. Are you Oscar or Benito?”

The man reluctantly shook Bosch’s hand.

“Ben.”

“Good to meet you. And I’m sorry about this. We both are. Nobody really likes this from either side. A takeaway. I know you’ve done a lot of work, and it’s not really fair. But it is what it is. We all do what the geniuses in command tell us to do.”

The speech seemed to placate Rojas. Rodriguez looked impassive.

“Just take the stuff,” Rodriguez said. “Good luck, guy.”

“Actually, I don’t just want to take the stuff,” Bosch said. “We’d like your help. I’d like to ask you about the case. Now, and later as we get into it. You two are the brain trust. Since day one. I’d be shooting myself in the foot if I didn’t ask for your help.”

“Did they get the bullet out?” Rodriguez asked.

“They did,” Bosch said. “We just came from the autopsy.”

Bosch reached into his pocket and pulled out the bullet. He handed the bag to Rodriguez and then watched his reaction. He turned and handed it to his partner.

“Holy shit,” Rojas said. “This looks like a .308.”

Bosch nodded as he took the bag back.

“Think so. Our next stop is the bullet lab at Regional. You guys never had it as a rifle, did you?”

“Why would we?” Rodriguez said. “We never had the goddamn bullet.”

“Did you look at X-rays from the hospital?” Soto asked.

The two Hollenbeck detectives looked at her like she was out of line questioning their work. Bosch could ask because he had the experience. But not her.

“Yeah, we looked at X-rays,” Rodriguez said, an annoyed tone in his voice. “The angle was bad. All we got was the mushroom. Couldn’t tell dick from that.”

Soto nodded. Bosch tried to get the focus off of her.

“Hey, if you guys aren’t too busy right now, we’d like to buy you a cup of coffee and talk about what’s in those books.”

Bosch could tell by the reaction on Rodriguez’s face that he had made a misstep.

“Ten years on a case and we get a cup of coffee,” he said. “Fuck you very much but I don’t need any coffee.”

Rodriguez pointed his chin at Soto.

“Besides, you’ve got heroina con la pistola on your team, man. Lucky Lucy. You don’t need us.”
         

Bosch realized that it wasn’t just the losing of the case that bothered Rodriguez. He was incensed that he was still working in a divisional detective squad while Soto had been elevated with zero experience to Open-Unsolved. Harry saw that the situation could not be helped at the moment and decided to get out of the station before things went further south. He noted that Rojas had not joined his partner in deriding Soto or the reassignment of the case. He would be the one Bosch would come back to when they were ready.

“Okay, we’ll just take the stuff, then.”

Bosch moved forward and put the three binders on top of the evidence box and picked it all up.

“Lucia, get the guitar case,” he said.

“It’s a vihuela, bro,” Rodriguez said. “Better get it right for the press conference.”
         

“Right,” Bosch said. “Thanks.”

He straightened up with his burden and checked the desks to see if there was anything he’d missed.

“Okay, guys, thanks for the cooperation. We’ll be in touch.”

He headed out of the alcove with Soto following.

“You do that,” Rodriguez said to their backs. “Bring coffee.”

They were out in the parking lot before either of them spoke.

“I’m sorry, Harry,” Soto said. “I really shouldn’t be on this case. Or even in this unit.”

“Don’t listen to them, Lucia. You’ll do fine and I’m going to need you like crazy on this case. You’ll be very important.”

“What, as a translator? That’s not detective work. I feel like I’ve been given something I don’t deserve. I’ve felt this way since they gave me my choice of detective assignments. I should’ve taken Burglary.”

Bosch put the box and the binders down on the hood of the car so he could get out the keys. He popped the trunk, and going to the back of the car, they barely fit the instrument case and the box and binders into the trunk. Once it was all in place Bosch flipped the latches on the case and opened it. He looked at the vihuela without removing it. A single bullet hole splintered the polished facing of the instrument. He closed and latched the case. He then turned and finally responded to his partner.
         

“Listen to me, Lucia. You would’ve been wasting your time in Burglary. I’ve only worked with you a few weeks but I know you’re a good cop and you’re going to be a very good detective. Stop undercutting yourself. As you just experienced, there will always be people out there to do it for you. You just have to block them out. They want what you have and you can’t help that.”

Soto nodded.

“Thank you. Please call me Lucy. When you call me Lucia I feel like we’ll never be real partners.”

“Lucy, then. You’ve got to remember something here. This kind of case is a takeaway. A swoop and scoop. Nobody likes it when the RHD comes in and Bigfoots a case. People say things but they get past it. Those guys? Before this is over they’ll be very helpful to us. You watch.”

She looked unconvinced.

“I don’t know about Rodriguez. He’s got a major board up his ass,” she said.

“But at the end of the day he’s a detective and he’ll do what’s right. Let’s go.”

“Okay.”

They got back in the car and drove out 1st, past the Chinese Cemetery and over to the 10 freeway. From there it was a two-minute cruise up to the exit for Cal State, where the Regional Crime Laboratory was located.

The crime lab was a five-story structure that stood in the middle of campus. It had been built as a partnership between the LAPD and the L.A. County Sheriff’s Department, a logical decision since both agencies together handled more than a third of the crimes that occurred in the state of California and many of those crimes overlapped their jurisdictions.

However, inside the lab, the departments maintained many separate facilities. One of these was the LAPD’s Firearms Analysis Unit, which included the so-called bullet lab where technicians worked in a low-light room using lasers and computers to attempt to match bullets from one case to another.

This was where the hope of the Merced case lay. The investigation conducted by Rodriguez and Rojas may have been thorough ten years before but they never found a bullet shell from the shooting and the slug had remained inside Merced’s body until now. The chances were slim but if the bullet removed from the victim’s spine during the autopsy could be matched to any other crime, then a whole new avenue of investigation would open for Bosch and Soto.

The normal protocol at the lab was to submit a bullet or shell casing for analysis and wait in the backlog, sometimes for weeks, before getting an answer and a report. But on walk-in Wednesday, bullet cases could be walked in and handled on a first-come first-served basis.

Bosch checked in with the bullet lab supervisor and was assigned to a technician appropriately named Gun Chung. Bosch had worked with him before and knew that Gun was the name on his birth certificate and not a nickname.

“Gun, how’s it going?”

“Very well, Harry. What have you brought me today?”

“First of all, this is my new partner, Lucy Soto. And second, I’ve brought you a tough one for today.”

Chung shook hands with Soto and Bosch handed him the evidence bag with the bullet slug in it. Chung used a pair of scissors to open the bag and removed the slug. He hefted it in his hand and then held it under a lighted magnifier that he pulled over by its mechanical arm.

“It’s a Remington .308. Soft-nose—gives you maximum mushrooming. A round like this is primarily used for long-range shooting.”

“You mean like a sniper rifle?”

“More likely a hunting rifle.”

Bosch nodded.

“So can you do anything with it?”

Bosch was asking whether the condition of the slug would preclude it from comparative analysis. The slug had gone through the front and back wood panels of Orlando Merced’s vihuela and then penetrated his body mass before lodging against the twelfth thoracic vertebra of his spine. The bullet had mushroomed during these impacts, leaving very little of its shaft intact. The shaft was where striations from the barrel of the gun the bullet had been fired from would create a unique pattern, allowing it to be compared to other projectiles in the BulletTrax database.
         

With the bullet Bosch had just handed to Chung, there was no more than a quarter inch of undamaged form. Chung looked closely at it through the magnifier and seemed to be taking his time deciding if the slug was a candidate for ballistic profiling. Bosch did his best to lobby him while he looked.

“Ten-year-old case,” he said. “The coroner just took that out of the victim’s spine. I think this might be our only chance to move things along.”

Chung nodded.

“It’s a two-step process, Harry,” he said. “First, I have to see if there is enough to work with here. And second, even if we put it in the data bank, there is no guarantee of a match. The database on rifle projectiles is limited. Most of our bullet crimes involve handguns.”

“Understood,” Bosch said. “So what do you think? Enough there?”

Chung pulled back from the magnifier and looked up at Bosch and Soto.

“I think we can try,” he said.

“Perfect,” Bosch said. “What kind of time are we looking at?”

“It’s a slow day. I’ll work it up right now and we’ll see what happens.”

“Thanks, Gun. Should we leave you alone or hang out?”

“Either way. There’s a cafeteria on the first floor if you want to go get coffee.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Bosch and Soto had no sooner sat down in the cafeteria, Bosch with black coffee and Soto with a Diet Coke, than Harry’s phone buzzed. It was Crowder back at the PAB.

“Harry, where are you?”

“At Regional with the bullet.”

“Anything good?”

“Not yet. We’re waiting to run it through the database.”

“All right. Well, I need you to get back here right away.”

“Why, what is it?”

“We got the Merced family here and the media and the press conference is in twenty-five minutes.”

“What press conference? We don’t have—”

“Doesn’t matter, Harry. The number of reporters here hit critical mass and the chief called a press conference. The ME already put out that they’re ruling it a homicide.”

Bosch almost cursed Corazon’s name out loud.

“The chief wants you and Soto standing with him,” Crowder said. “So get back over here. Now.”

Bosch didn’t answer for a moment.

“Harry, did you hear me?” Crowder said.

“I heard,” Bosch said. “We’re on our way.”
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There was a large media room used for press conferences on the second floor down the hall from media relations. Bosch and Soto were being held in a small staging room next door, where a lieutenant from media relations named DeSimone told them how the press conference would be choreographed. The plan was for Chief Malins to speak first and then introduce Orlando Merced’s family. The microphone would then be turned over to Bosch and Soto. Since most reporters in attendance would be representing Spanish-language media, Soto would be made available for interviews in Spanish after the main press conference. Bosch cut DeSimone off in mid-explanation to ask him what exactly was being announced at the press conference.
         

“We’re going to talk about the case and how Mr. Merced’s death yesterday has rebooted the investigation,” DeSimone said.

Bosch hated words like rebooted.
         

“Well, that takes about five seconds,” he responded. “Do we really need a press confer—”

“Detective,” DeSimone cut in, “by ten o’clock this morning my office had already received eighteen requests for a briefing on this case. Call it a slow news day if you want, but this has caught the media beast’s attention. It’s reached a point that we believe a press conference is the best way to go. You summarize the case, tell them the results of the autopsy—they already know it’s been ruled a homicide—and go from there. You say the bullet that has been in the victim’s body for ten years is now being compared to thousands of others in the national data banks. Then you answer a few questions. Fifteen minutes in and out and you’re back on the case.”

“I don’t like press conferences,” Bosch said. “You ask me, they never add anything. They only complicate things.”

DeSimone looked at him and smiled.

“Guess what? I’m not asking you. I’m telling you, we’re doing a press conference.”

Bosch glanced at Soto. He hoped she was learning something.

“So when do we do this?”

“The media’s already in the room and waiting. We go in with the chief. So as soon as he comes down, we go.”

Bosch felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. He stepped away from DeSimone and answered the call. It was Gun Chung.

“Make my day, Gun,” he said. “Please.”

“Sorry, Harry, no can do. There’s no match on BulletTrax.”

Bosch caught Soto’s eye again and shook his head.

“You there, Harry?”

“Yeah, Gun, I’m here. Anything else?”

“Yes, I think I’ve identified your weapon.”

That eased some of Bosch’s disappointment.

“What’ve you got?” he asked.

“Six grooves, right twist at twelve-one—I think what you have here is a Kimber Model 84. It was called the Montana in the catalog—a hunting rifle.”

The grooves and twist were aspects of the interior rifling of the gun barrel. They allowed Chung to identify the model if not match the bullet to a unique weapon. It was better than nothing and Bosch was pleased that new information had come from the autopsy.

“Does it help?” Chung asked.

“Every piece of information helps,” Bosch said. “Is it an expensive gun?”

“Not cheap. But you can get them used.”

Bosch nodded.

“Thanks, Gun.”

“Anytime. You want to pick this up or want me to hold it here?”

“I need to pick it up and take it to property.”

“You got it. And remember, Harry, you get me a shell casing and we’ve got a whole different story. There are more casings in the database than slugs. You get me a casing and then we might be in business.”

Bosch knew that wasn’t going to happen. It was not like you could find a shell casing from a shooting ten years old.

“Okay, Gun, thanks.”

Bosch put the phone away and walked back to DeSimone.

“That was the bullet lab,” he said. “The slug we took out of Merced has no match on the computer. We’re back to square one. Cancel the press conference—there’s nothing to say.”

DeSimone shook his head.

“No, we don’t cancel. You just don’t mention the bullet. Make it a request for public help on the case. There was a tremendous outpouring of support ten years ago and you need it again now. You can do this, Bosch. Besides, you don’t want to announce the bullet is a dead end. You want the shooter to think you might have something.”

Bosch didn’t like the Department’s media guy telling him his own business—it was the reason he had not mentioned that Gun Chung had tentatively identified the model of the rifle that had been used in the shooting. He thought about simply turning and walking away rather than staying for the charade of the press conference. But that would leave Soto alone and forced into something she probably didn’t understand. It would probably also result in Bosch’s being pulled off the case.

Just then DeSimone’s radio squawked and he was told the chief was on the elevator coming down.

“Okay, let’s do this.”

They stepped into the hallway and waited for the elevator to arrive from ten. When the doors opened, the chief stepped out, followed by a man Bosch immediately recognized as Armando Zeyas, the former mayor who had championed Orlando Merced’s cause ten years before. The chief had brought him back in for the press conference. Or perhaps Zeyas had pushed his way back in. It was said that he was readying a run for governor now. Using Merced’s case had helped him politically once before. Why not again?

For Bosch such cynical thoughts came easily. He had been around the block a few times. But he noticed Soto’s eyes light up when she saw Zeyas. He was a true hero in the Latin community. He was a trailblazer.

Zeyas and the chief were followed by a man Bosch also recognized. He was Connor Spivak, chief political strategist for the former mayor. It looked like he was along for the ride with Zeyas in the not-so-secret plan to win the governor’s mansion in the next election.

DeSimone stepped up to the chief and whispered in his ear. Malins nodded once and came over to Bosch. They had known each other for decades. Roughly the same age, they had taken a similar trajectory through the Department: patrol, Hollywood Station detectives, Robbery-Homicide Division. While Bosch had found his home at RHD, Malins had ambitions beyond solving murders. He went into administration and quickly moved up the ranks of the command staff, finally being appointed to the top slot by the Police Commission. He was nearing the end of his first five-year term and would soon come up for reappointment. It was believed that a second term was a foregone conclusion.

“Harry Bosch,” he said cordially. “I hear you are having trouble with the notion of a press conference.”

Bosch nodded, a bit embarrassed. The space was tight and the others could hear the conversation. Still, he didn’t back down from his apprehension about discussing the case in front of the media.

“The one lead we had—the bullet slug—isn’t panning out, Chief,” he said. “I don’t know what there is to say.”

Malins nodded but disagreed with Bosch’s assessment.

“There’s plenty to say. We need to reassure the people of this city that Orlando Merced will not be forgotten. That we are still looking for whoever did this and that we will find them. That message is more important than anything else, including a piece of lead.”

Bosch held back on what he really thought.

“If you say so,” he said.

The chief nodded.

“I do. Everybody counts or nobody counts—isn’t that what you told me once?”

Bosch nodded.

“I like that!” Zeyas said. “Everybody counts or nobody counts. That’s good.”

Bosch couldn’t hide his look of horror. In Zeyas’s mouth it sounded like a campaign slogan.

The chief looked past Bosch at Soto, who was standing her usual two steps behind. He reached around Bosch to offer his hand.

“Detective Soto, how are they treating you at Robbery-Homicide?”

Soto shook the chief’s hand.

“Very well, sir. I’m learning from the best.”

She nodded toward Bosch. The chief smiled. She had given him an opening.

“This guy?” he said. “He’s a silverback, Soto. Learn all you can from him while he’s still here.”

“Yes, sir,” Soto said eagerly. “I’m learning every day.”

She beamed. The chief beamed. Everybody was happy. And Bosch realized that it had been the chief’s plan to put him with Soto. Crowder had only been following orders.

“Okay,” DeSimone said. “Let’s go. The Merced family is already in the conference room, sitting in the first row. Chief Malins will take the podium first and introduce them. Then the former mayor will say a few words, and then Detective Bosch will discuss—”

“Why don’t we go with Detective Soto,” the chief said. “She knows everything Detective Bosch knows on the case, correct? Yes, let’s do that. You don’t mind, do you, Harry?”

The chief looked at Bosch. Harry shook his head.

“I don’t mind,” he said. “It’s your show.”

The group moved down the hallway. One of DeSimone’s underlings was standing outside the open door to the media room. He stepped inside to give the get-ready signal to those waiting. Lights, cameras, and recorders were switched on.

Soto came up close to Bosch and whispered.

“Harry, I’ve never done this. What do I say?”

“You heard DeSimone. Just keep it short, say we’re reviewing the case and could use the help of the community. Anybody who remembers something or knows something about the case, call the tip line or call Open-Unsolved directly. Don’t mention the rifle. We want to keep that for ourselves.”

“Okay.”

“Just remember, keep it short. The politicians will talk long. Don’t be like them.”

“Got it.”

The group moved into the room. There was a stage with a podium at its center, and three rows of tables for reporters were arranged in front of it. Behind the tables was another stage, where video cameras were set up to shoot over the heads of the reporters. Bosch and Soto followed the chief and the former mayor onto the stage and stood at the back. Bosch glanced at the first row in front of the reporters. There were four people, three women and a man, but Bosch didn’t know how they were related to Orlando Merced. He was so new to the case that he had not met any family members yet. That was another thing that bothered him about the whole setup.

“Thank you for being here,” DeSimone said into the podium’s microphone. “I will now introduce the chief of police, Gregory Malins, and he will speak, followed by former mayor Armando Zeyas, and then Detective Lucia Soto. Chief?”

The chief took the position in front of the microphone and spoke without the use of notes. He was fully accustomed to being in front of reporters and cameras.

“Ten years ago Orlando Merced was hit by a stray bullet in Mariachi Plaza. Mr. Merced was paralyzed by the injury and struggled mightily to recover and to lead a productive life. Yesterday morning he lost the fight, and we are here today to say he will not be forgotten. My department’s Open-Unsolved Unit has taken over the case as of today and will be vigorously pursuing the investigation until we determine who shot Orlando Merced. As you know, his death has been ruled a homicide, and we will not end this investigation until we arrest the person responsible on a charge of murder.”

He paused there for a moment, perhaps to let the print reporters feverishly taking notes catch up.

“With us here today are members of Orlando’s family. His father, Hector, and mother, Irma. His sister, Adelita, and his wife, Candelaria. We pledge to them that we will not forget about Orlando and that our investigation will be vigorous and complete. Now former mayor Armando Zeyas, a personal friend of Mr. Merced’s and his family, will say a few words.”

The chief stepped back and Zeyas took his place.

“It was through Orlando Merced that I learned the pain of crime and violence when it is visited on our community,” he began. “I also learned much more from this man, who became a friend. I learned perseverance. I learned compassion. I learned what it is to make do with the cards you are dealt. I saw firsthand the resilience of the human spirit. Orlando never asked, ‘Why me?’ He just asked, ‘What’s next?’ He was a hero to me because he took what life gave him and made the best of it. In many ways that was more beautiful than the music he once made with his instrument. I pledge to offer my help with this investigation in any way I can. I may no longer be mayor, but I love this community and its people. It is times like this that we pull ourselves together and truly become the City of Angels. It is times like this that we understand that in our city and in our society, everybody counts or nobody counts. Thank you.”

DeSimone returned to the mike and told the audience that the case was now in the hands of Bosch and Soto. He said Soto would provide the update and would be available to repeat it in Spanish. Lucy tentatively stepped to the mike and lowered it so it was at the level of her mouth.

“Uh, we are now pursuing all avenues of investigation and ask for the community’s help. Ten years ago, there was an outpouring of help from the public. Many people called and offered help and tips. We ask that anybody with information about this shooting please make contact with us. You can call anonymously to the Department’s tip line or call the Open-Unsolved Unit directly. Even if you have information that you think we already know, please call us.”

Soto turned and glanced back at Bosch as if to ask whether there was anything else to say. Zeyas took the moment to move back to the podium. He gently put one hand on Soto’s back and used the other to pull the microphone over to his mouth.

“I just want to say that ten years ago I stood before the media and personally pledged twenty-five thousand dollars to anyone who provided information that solved this crime. No one ever collected that reward and the pledge remains in place, except that now I double it to fifty thousand dollars. Additionally, I will work with my former colleagues on the city council and seek a matching amount from the city. Thank you.”

Bosch almost groaned out loud. Putting a financial bounty on the case would change the complexion of the calls that came in. The reward pretty much guaranteed that he and Soto would be sifting through dozens of worthless calls, people taking wild shots in the dark in hopes of getting some money in return. The former mayor’s reward offer just changed everything.

DeSimone moved up next to Soto and asked the reporters if there were any questions. Many of them called out at once and DeSimone had to handle choosing. The first reporter, a guy Bosch recognized from the Times, asked what the exact cause of death was and how Merced’s death ten years after the shooting could be classified as a homicide. Soto glanced back at Bosch, unsure how to answer. Bosch stepped up and pulled the microphone over.
         

“The autopsy was conducted just this morning, so nothing is yet officially recorded. But the Coroner’s Office believes that Mr. Merced’s death will be directly traced to the shooting that occurred ten years ago. The unofficial cause of death is blood poisoning, which is directly linked to the wounds Mr. Merced suffered in the shooting. We are therefore handling the investigation as a homicide.”

In a quick follow-up, the reporter asked if the bullet had been recovered from the body and whether it would be useful in the investigation. Bosch kept the microphone. He was aware that the reporter was speaking clinically about the body of a man much loved by the four people in the room’s front row.

“Yes, the bullet was recovered and taken to the Regional Crime Lab for analysis and matching. We believe the bullet will be very useful in our investigation.”

“Has any match been made to the bullet?” another reporter called out.

DeSimone quickly moved in on the podium from the other side of Soto and pulled the microphone away from Bosch.

“We’re not going to get into that right now,” he said. “The investigation is active and ongoing and we are going to leave it at that for now.”

“Why is a very inexperienced investigator assigned to the case?” the Times guy called out.
         

There was a pause, as it was unclear who should answer or if anyone should answer at all, since DeSimone had just closed the press conference. DeSimone finally started to speak.

“As I said, we’re going to leave it—”

The chief moved up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. DeSimone stepped back and the chief took over.

“Detective Soto may be short on chronological experience but she is long on street experience and knowing what it means to be a police officer in this city. We have teamed her with one of the most experienced detectives currently serving in the Department. No one has investigated more homicides in this city than Detective Bosch. I have no worries about who is conducting this investigation. We will get the job done.”

The chief then stepped back and DeSimone once again said there would be no more questions. This time the edict stuck. Reporters started getting up and the cameramen started breaking down their equipment. Bosch stepped off the stage and went to the front row, where he shook hands and introduced himself to the four members of the Merced family. He quickly realized that they understood very little of what he was saying. He signaled Soto over and asked her to set up an appointment with them for as soon as it would be convenient. Bosch wanted to talk to them but not under the focus of the media.

Bosch stepped back and watched Soto go to work. DeSimone came up to him then and said the chief wanted to speak to him in his office. Bosch left the media room and walked down to the elevators, hoping to catch up with the chief and his entourage. He was too late. He took the next elevator up to the tenth floor and entered the OCP, where he was quickly ushered into the inner sanctum. Malins was behind his desk waiting. There was no sign of Zeyas or his front man.

“Sorry, Harry, for putting you out there. I know you never liked dog and pony shows.”

“It’s okay. I guess it had to be done.”

“We really need this one. Do your best.”

“Every time.”

“That’s why I told Crowder to call you.”

Bosch nodded, unsure if he was supposed to say thank you for being paired with a homicide rookie on a case fraught with political implications and the potential of failure.

“Anything else I should know, Chief?”

The chief looked away for a moment and studied his blotter. He picked up a business card and held it out to Harry across the desk. Bosch took it and read it. It had Connor Spivak’s name and number on it.

“That’s the mayor’s man. Keep them in the loop as your investigation progresses.”

“You mean the former mayor, don’t you?”

Malins gave him an I don’t have time for this look.
         

“Just keep them in the loop,” he said.

Bosch put the card in his shirt pocket. He knew he would tell Spivak as little as possible about the investigation. The chief probably knew this as well.

“So,” he said. “You think I’m an old gorilla…”

The chief smiled.

“Don’t take offense, Harry. It’s a compliment. The silverback is the one that knows the most in the troop. Has all the experience. I saw a show on National Geographic—that’s how I know that you call a group of gorillas a troop.”

Bosch nodded.

“Good to know.”
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They convened in Captain Crowder’s office after the press conference. Bosch, Soto, Crowder, and Lieutenant Winslow Samuels, the second in command of the Open-Unsolved Unit. Bosch updated them on the findings from the bullet lab, notably that Merced had been shot with a rifle—a fact heretofore unknown during ten years of investigation. Bosch explained that for the time being he wanted to keep this piece of information out of the media and Crowder and Samuels agreed.
         

“So where do you go with it from here?” Crowder asked.

“A rifle changes things,” Bosch said. “A drive-by with a rifle? Come on. Unlikely. A stray bullet from the neighborhood? Maybe. But the rifle still gives us something new.”

“Well, it’s definitely outside our unit’s protocol,” Samuels said. “No magic bullet, no case. This should be flipped over to Homicide Special, let them deal with it.”

The Open-Unsolved Unit followed a protocol when it came to investigating cold cases. It relied upon new evidence as the criteria for reengagement. That new evidence usually came from the application of recent advances in forensic sciences to old cases and the establishment of national databases to track criminals through DNA, ballistics, and fingerprints. These were the big three. The magic bullets. Without a hit on one of these databases, a case would be considered not viable and routinely returned to the archives.

Following this protocol, the Merced case would normally be returned to the archives. The bullet recovered from the victim’s body found no match in the national ballistics database. While a type and model of weapon had been identified, it normally would not be enough to pursue. But because of the media attention and politics surrounding this case, not to mention the interest from the OCP, there was no doubt that the case would be pursued. What Samuels was saying was that it should be done by someone other than Bosch and Soto and the Open-Unsolved Unit. The lieutenant was the squad whip, responsible for the unit’s statistics and justifying its cost in terms of cases cleared. He didn’t want to see one of his teams get bogged down in a shoe-leather case.

“I want to keep it,” Bosch said, looking at Crowder. “The chief gave it to us, we keep it.”

“You’ve got sixteen open files last time I counted, Bosch,” Samuels interjected.

“All of them waiting on lab results. We’ve got something going on this case. The rifle is the first new lead in ten years. Let us run with it. If something comes back from the lab on one of the other cases, we’ll handle it.”

“Besides, we just did the press conference,” Soto quickly added. “How’s it going to look if we’re on the case today and off tomorrow?”

Crowder nodded thoughtfully. Bosch liked Soto’s add to the argument, though she probably didn’t realize that she was crossing the tube—walking in front of a shotgun held by Samuels. She might pay for that later.

“For now we leave things as they are,” Crowder said. “You two work this thing and let’s meet again in forty-eight hours. I’ll update the OCP from there and decide whether we keep it.”

“It’s not a cold case,” Samuels said. “The guy died yesterday.”

“We’ll talk in forty-eight,” Crowder said, ending the discussion.

Bosch nodded. That was the first thing he had wanted to hear—that he and Soto were keeping the case, at least for another two days. But it wasn’t the only thing he wanted.

“What about when the phone starts ringing with calls for the reward the former mayor’s putting up?” Bosch asked. “Can we get any help with that?”

“That was just a publicity stunt,” Crowder said. “He’s running for governor.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Bosch said. “We’re still going to get calls and we can’t be stuck on the phone all day.”

Crowder looked at Samuels, who shook his head.

“Everybody’s got active cases,” Samuels said, referring to the other teams in the squad. “And now you two are dropping out of the mix. I can’t see dedicating another body to it.”

Losing Bosch and Soto for an unknown amount of time was only barely palatable to Samuels. Giving up additional detectives to answer tip calls was not something he was even remotely willing to entertain.

Bosch had expected the request to be rejected, but the turndown might be useful to mention later if he and Soto asked for something else. Crowder had a give-and-take management style and a reminder that he had turned down their last request could tip the scales toward approval.

“And another thing,” Samuels said. “Was this guy Merced even a citizen?”

Bosch looked at him for a moment before answering. Soto jumped in ahead of him.

“Why?” she asked. “Does it matter?”

She got to the point. If Samuels was suggesting that extra hands not be put on the case because the victim was not a citizen, then she wanted that out in the open. Bosch liked that she had asked the question. But before Samuels answered, Crowder cut off the issue.

“Let me see what I can do,” Crowder said. “Maybe one of those ladies in the OCP can come down here and answer calls for a few days. I’ve been thinking about asking the chief for help with all the call-ins we get on a daily basis anyway. I’ll let you know. I gotta say, after the fucking Zeyas gave this Department, I really wouldn’t mind seeing him stroke out a check for fifty grand.”

“Roger that,” Bosch said.

It was true. Zeyas had been no friend to the Department while he was in the mayor’s office. He had the allegiance of a council majority that adhered to his policies and granted his requests. Over the eight years they had control of city government, they had repeatedly slashed the Department’s overtime budget and taken a hard line on even minimal pay increases for the city’s nine thousand sworn officers.

Bosch knew the meeting was over. He stood up and Soto followed suit. Samuels stayed seated. He was going to discuss things with the captain after they left.

“Forty-eight hours and let’s talk, Harry,” Crowder said.

“You got it.”

Bosch and Soto returned to their cubicle, where their desks were pushed to the right and left half-walls and they worked with their backs to each other. This was a holdover from the way the pod had been set up with his previous partner, Dave Chu. It had worked well because Chu was a veteran investigator and didn’t need Bosch watching over him from across the desk. But Soto was not even close to veteran status and Bosch had requested that City Services come out and reconfigure the space so that the two desks faced each other. He had made that request the week Soto started in the unit and was still waiting.

On Bosch’s desk was the instrument case along with the evidence box and the binders they had dropped off before heading to the press conference. Bosch had been waiting since they left Hollenbeck to open the box and get his hands into the case. He remained standing and used a penknife to cut the red tape on the box. There was no chain-of-evidence sticker on the box, so he had no idea how long ago Rojas and Rodriguez had sealed it.

“I liked what you said in there,” Bosch said. “About us keeping the case.”

“It was a no-brainer,” Soto said. “Why do you think Samuels asked if Merced was a citizen?”

“Because he’s a pencil pusher. He cares about statistics and keeping the most people working the most cases, because that leads to better statistics. He’d like us to forget about Merced and move on to an easy one.”

“Meaning that if Merced wasn’t a citizen he wouldn’t count, and we could move on to the next one?”

Bosch looked up from the box at her.

“Politics,” he said. “Welcome to Homicide.”

He opened the box and was surprised to find it contained very little. He took out two stacks of DVD cases held together with rubber bands. He put them aside and then lifted out individually bagged pieces of bloody clothing. It was the mariachi outfit Merced had been wearing when he was shot.

“Son of a bitch,” Bosch said.

“What?” Soto asked.

He held up the brown paper bag containing a white blouse with dried blood on it.

“This is Merced’s shirt,” he said. “He was wearing it when he got shot.”

He handed the bag to her and she held it with both hands as she looked into it.

“Okay,” Soto said. “And?”

“Well, I don’t know a lot about the case yet because we haven’t looked at the books, but I do remember that when Zeyas was running for mayor back then, he kept rolling Merced out in a wheelchair at all his rallies. And sometimes he was supposedly wearing the bloody shirt he’d had on that day at the plaza.”

Soto’s face revealed shock that Zeyas, her hero, would stoop so low as to stage a fraud before the public to gather sympathy and votes.

“That’s so sad that he would do this.”
         

Bosch had long been cynical about all politicians. But he felt bad delivering the lesson to Soto.

“Hell, he probably didn’t even know,” he said. “You know that guy Spivak who works for him and was there at the press conference? He’s been around city politics for as long as I can remember. He’s the kind of guy who could cook this up and not bother his candidate with the details. He’s a pure mercenary.”

Soto handed the bagged shirt back to Bosch without a word. He put it on his desk with the other articles of clothing and looked back into the box. There was a stack of 8 x 10 crime scene photos on the bottom and that was it. He was disappointed that the case had resulted in so little in the way of physical evidence.

“That’s it,” he said. “This is all they came up with.”

“I’m sorry,” Soto said.

“What are you sorry about? It’s not your fault.”

He picked up one of the DVD stacks and snapped off the rubber band. There were six different plastic cases and they were marked with names, dates, and events—all but one having occurred before the day of the shooting at Mariachi Plaza. Four were weddings and two were birthday celebrations.

“These must be videos of Merced’s band performing at weddings and stuff,” he said.

He took the band off the next stack and found different markings on each of the three cases.

1st STREET BRIDGE
         

MARIACHI SUPPLIES & MUSIC
         

POQUITO PEDRO’S
         

“‘Poquito Pedro’s,’” Bosch read out loud.

“Little Peter’s,” Soto said.

Bosch looked at her.

“Sorry,” she said. “I guess you knew that.”

“Stop saying you’re sorry every five minutes. I think these are camera views of the plaza. Poquito Pedro’s is a restaurant a half block down the street from the plaza—I saw it today when we went by—and they put cameras on the First Street bridge back then to try to stop the suicides.”

“What suicides?”

“About ten or twelve years ago a girl jumped off the bridge into the concrete riverbed. And then there were a bunch of copycats. Other kids. Weird, like suicide was contagious or something. So CalTrans put up cameras so they could monitor the bridge at the com center, where they have cameras on popular suicide sites. You know, so if it looks like somebody’s getting their courage up to jump, they can send somebody out to try to stop them.”
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