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Introduction to the Omnibus

Welcome to the world of Police Captain Juan Morales

 

Both The Devil You Know and Avenue of the Dead (Revised editions) feature the author's fictional creation, Mexican detective, Juan Morales. Morales made his debut in the short story The Devil You Know in 2006, in a small, now defunct Malaysian publication, Capture Weekly Literary Magazine. The story later underwent a significant re-write and was published as part of a trilogy of the author's works, all set in Mexico, Murder, Mayhem and Mexico, published by Eternal Press. That work is now no longer available.

Now, following another substantial updating and in a longer version, The Devil You Know is included in this omnibus in order to give readers the opportunity to read not just the new full-length novel, Avenue of the Dead, but to read Morales' story from the very beginning.

The Devil You Know begins with a funeral, that of the celebrated priest, Father Rodrigo. Morales is approached by a mysterious woman as he leaves the cemetery after the funeral, and is drawn by Maria Tevez into an exposé of a past he would have preferred to forget. Six choir boys had disappeared over a period of time, from Father Rodrigo's church, no trace of them having been discovered, despite extensive police investigations. Soon afterwards, the priest himself was found lying, seriously injured, on the ground at the base of the church's bell tower. What happened to the boys, and how Father Rodrigo received his terrible injuries are slowly revealed as a terrible secret, kept for so long, by so many, is finally revealed.

Set soon after the events in the Devil You Know, Avenue of the Dead sees Morales faced with his strangest case yet, as a vacation with his best friend in Mexico City, fellow police officer Francisco Tamayo, leads him into a world of human sacrifice, ancient Gods, and a relationship with the beautiful archaeologist Sophia Kanakarides. Terribly mutilated bodies are being deposited on the Avenue of the Dead in the ancient ruined city of Teotihuacán. Called in to give her expert opinion on the so-called ritual aspects of the murders, Sophia begins to piece together a potential profile of the ancient ceremony the killer appears to be recreating. When Sophia goes missing however, Morales and his friend Francisco Tamayo face a race against time to save her from the knife of the High Priest of the Old Religion.

Finally, the omnibus ends with an excerpt from the forthcoming Juan Morales novel, Under Mexican Skies. We hope you enjoy this small taster of the next exciting Morales adventure.





Previous publication:

The Devil You Know, published in e-book and print by Eternal Press.

Avenue of the Dead was originally digitally published as a multi-format e-book by Stonehedge Publishing, now no longer available.





The Devil You Know

Hidalgo del Parral, Mexico, March 2005

 

“So Juan, it's finally over,” the bishop said as we left the graveside.

“Yes, bishop, it is. I hope he can find the peace in death that so eluded him in these last years,” I replied. The funeral had been small; just the bishop, who had conducted the service himself, two sisters of mercy from the seminary and myself. No great ceremony to mark the passing of Father Rodrigo, he whose name had once been spoken with such reverence by the people of Parral, those he had served so well, for so long. Now, as the afternoon stretched before me, with little to occupy me for the rest of the day, my thoughts turned again to remembrance of the man who had helped so many. Rodrigo, the priest with a big heart, had never turned away a needy case, be it a homeless person in need of a bed or a meal, or an orphan child needing care and a home, in fact, it is probable the whole town at one time knew of Rodrigo and his charitable works, all of which had ended so suddenly a few short years previously.

“Do you think everyone has forgotten him now?” I asked.

“We are fickle creatures, we humans, Juan,” the bishop replied. “Once, everyone in town knew of the works and the good deeds of Rodrigo, but time erases even the fondest memories sometimes. Better that he be remembered by those who knew him best, and cherished forever by God in Heaven.”

“I suppose you're right, your grace,” I replied.

The bishop looked at me, and then, as if remembering a forgotten thought from all those years ago he spoke again, a serious look upon his face.

“You know of course that now he's gone, I release you from your promise Juan. You may speak of this with whom you like.”

“I know, but I really don't feel like talking to anyone about Rodrigo now, your grace.”

“Not now maybe, but perhaps one day.”

He touched my arm, and we stood looking at each other for a moment, as if in shared reminiscence. He reached out his palm as did I, we shook hands, and I felt that this would be the last time I would meet bishop Armando Entierro.

“Go in peace, my son. May God be with you,” the bishop said as we parted.

I merely nodded in reply, I could find no words. The secret we had shared for so long lay buried along with Rodrigo in that small graveyard in Hidalgo del Parral. I wanted it to stay there.

Hidalgo del Parral, known simply as Parral, is a small mining town south of Chihuahua in Mexico, famous both for its mining heritage and as the place where the great revolutionary Pancho Villa was assassinated. It has been my home since birth, and I have served its police force for all of my adult life, my ascent up the promotion ladder seeming to have stalled at the rank of captain which I have held now for fifteen years. I am, I think, good at my job and my superiors seem to respect me and value my contribution to the maintenance of law and order in our town. Perhaps my current station in life will prove to be the pinnacle of my achievements on this earth. If so, I am happy to accept my lot, and I am grateful for having had the opportunity to serve the public good in some capacity for so long. Some are born for higher things, but anyway, but not me, it would seem, and anyway, who wants to be Police Commissioner?

Five minutes after leaving the cemetery, I returned to my car which I had left parked on the Plaza del Niño. As I fumbled with the keys, about to open the door, a voice hailed me from a few metres away.

“Captain Morales, I must speak to you.”

I looked around to see her advancing towards me, a dark-haired woman, quite beautiful, I had to admit, in her thirties, dressed somewhat business-like, in a red skirt suit, matching red shoes with two inch heels, and with the unmistakeable smell of 'Press' emanating from every pore in her body.

“I'm sorry, Señora; I have just attended a funeral, and have no wish to speak to you or anyone else at the moment.”

“It's Señorita actually, Señorita Maria López, I work for Hoy (Today) and it is precisely the funeral you have just attended of which I wish to speak.”

I had no idea what she wanted with me, and was in no mood to find out. Standing at the open door of my car, I tried to dismiss her as politely as I could.

“Not now, please, Señorita, I have no time to indulge in idle gossip or chitchat about the dead.”

“But, Captain,” she replied. “You were there all those years ago, you were part of the original investigation, and there are things I need to know, things the people need to know.”

“Señorita, it all happened a long time ago, and now, Father Rodrigo is dead. There is no point in further discussion of the matter. I have no scandal for you to communicate to your readers. I'm sorry.”

She fastened a look on me that pierced me like an arrow, and her next words took me by surprise.

“Captain Morales, I'm not here for the newspaper, I'm here for myself. Fifteen years ago, six young boys died and Father Rodrigo was found close to death in the grounds of his church. No arrests or charges were ever made in respect of the boys' deaths or the attack on the Father. You were close to everything that took place. I was in the USA when it happened, studying at UCLA. I came home when they found the bodies. Captain, Pablo López was my brother!”

That was it, she had me. It wasn't going to be easy to just walk away from this determined young woman in her smart business suit, but with the undeniable heritage of her Aztec ancestors blazing defiantly from her eyes. I knew she wasn't about to let me walk away.

“You like coffee?” I asked. She nodded.

“Get in.” She climbed into the car beside me, her skirt riding up as she lowered herself into the seat. I couldn't help but admire the shapely pair of legs she presented as she self-consciously re-arranged the hem to preserve her modesty.

A ten minute drive took us across the bridge spanning the Rio Parral and into the North of the city. I parked the car close to the cathedral and escorted my passenger on foot the few yards to the bar of the Hotel Moreira, where Pepé Fonséca served the best coffee in town. I found us a table in the darkest corner of the bar, gestured to her to sit down, and tough she tried to engage in conversation immediately, I held up a hand, and she understood my meaning, and waited until the coffee arrived.

“Okay, señorita, what now? I'm not at all sure I can help you much, or give you whatever you're seeking, but tell me anyway.”

Maria López looked at me again with those dark, Aztec eyes, her look pleading with the strength of ancestry.

“My brother died, Captain Morales, and I don't know why, or who was responsible. Also, one of the finest priests the city has ever known was almost killed, and then simply disappeared, and no one would say where he was or what had happened to him after the attack on him.

The next time I hear of him is when my paper gets a press release from the seminary to say he's died and giving the time of his funeral, but that it will be private, no public presence allowed. Why, Captain? What happened to him? Where has Father Rodrigo been all these years? Was he badly disfigured, or mentally scarred by what happened to him? Who killed my brother and those other poor boys? The police, and I concluded you were one of those responsible, closed the case without anyone being charged, but your presence at the funeral tells me that you just may know more than a little about what might have happened. Don't you see, Captain? I have to know!”

I sighed heavily, with more than a little sympathy for the young woman sitting opposite me, with that doe-eyed, pleading look on her face. My own thought reverted back in time, and though I'd tried to forget most of what had taken place in and around the church so long ago, I knew deep down that the events of the past never really leave us, and I knew I had to try, at least, to give her something to help ease her pain. I made a decision and spoke quietly in response to her pleading.

“Yes, señorita, I see very well. I will try to tell you what I can, though it was a long time ago.”

“Fifteen years, Captain. I was nineteen; I never had a chance to see my brother grow into the fine young man he should have become. Just tell me, please.”

“Okay, listen carefully. It's not easy, but I'll do my best.”

I allowed my mind to drift slowly back in time to that night all those years ago when I received a telephone call from my chief telling me to get to the hospital as fast as I could. The much celebrated Father Rodrigo had been found almost dead at the foot of the bell tower of his church, the church from where six choir and altar boys had disappeared in the previous six months. The chief wanted answers, and he wanted them fast.

* * *

Hidalgo del Parral, Mexico, July 1990

 

“Police, I'm here to see the priest.” I arrived breathless, having driven at breakneck speed across the city, and parking the car in the hospital grounds, before having to climb four flights of stairs to the critical care ward, because the elevator was out of order. I flashed my identity card at the nurse sitting behind the desk at the nurses' station.

“Father Rodrigo is just out of surgery,” the sister on duty replied. “Doctor Guerrero is in the office at the end of the corridor, perhaps you should speak with

him.” “Right, yes, thank you, sister, I'll do that,” I gasped, wishing my lung functions would return to normal. Walking along the corridor to the doctor's office, I couldn't help but notice how quiet my footfalls were on the corridor floor. I'd never noticed before, but realised they must build the floors in such places to ensure as much quiet as possible for the patients. No way would a woman's high heels click-clack on these floors, I thought as I knocked on the door the sister had indicated. A voice from within bade me enter.

Doctor Guerrero sat behind a desk, looking as tired as I felt breathless. His light brown hair appeared dishevelled, in need of a good combing, and his eyes held a weary, troubled look, as though the man carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. Perhaps his day to day involvement in life and death decisions, the highs and lows of his profession, living so close to death at all times, made him like that. Or, maybe he'd simply worked a long shift and was tired and in need of a good night's sleep.

“How may I help you?” he asked.

I identified myself as a police officer and asked him to give me as much detail as he could about Father Rodrigo's injuries.

“Please tell me as much as you can, Doctor. The chief of police has sent me to ensure we leave no stone unturned. We must find out what happened tonight. Father Rodrigo, as I'm sure you know, is well known in the town, and if he has been brutally attacked we must do all we can to apprehend his assailant.”

Doctor Guerrero nodded, and looked down at the chart lying on his desk, quite obviously that of Rodrigo.

“Father Rodrigo apparently fell approximately fifty feet from the bell tower of his church, El Templo de la Virgen del Rayo. In addition to severe head injuries, he has suffered two broken legs, five broken ribs, a broken arm and wrist and a punctured lung. There may be brain damage; at this time it's too early to say, but you can not speak to him until he regains consciousness, maybe tomorrow”

“You say he fell, Doctor? Could he have been pushed?”

“That is also a possibility Captain, but one more in your line of expertise than mine, I think. My job is to help my patient in his recovery from his injuries. The intricacies of how he came by those injuries I leave to you and your colleagues.”

“Quite correct, of course, Doctor. Then, with your permission, I shall return in the morning and speak to Father Rodrigo at that time.”

“You may speak with him only if he has sufficiently recovered and is able and willing to speak with you, Captain. My patient comes first, before your investigation, is that clear?”

“Perfectly,” I replied, knowing that Father Rodrigo would be in good hands under the care of this young doctor who so obviously put the welfare of his patients at the top of his list of medical priorities.

Thanking him again, I wished the doctor goodnight, promising to return in the morning, but asking him to telephone me if the Father awoke before I returned to the hospital. He agreed to do so, again, under the conditions he had already stipulated.

Back in the car, I radioed in to headquarters, and waited no more than a minute before the chief himself came on the radio at the other end.

“Well, Juan,” he asked. “Did you discover anything about what happened to the good Father?”

I could do no more than repeat what Doctor Guerrero had told me, and though the chief was as frustrated as I at the lack of any concrete evidence to be going on with, he accepted that we must wait until Rodrigo had recovered sufficiently to be able to tell us how he'd been injured.

I slept badly that night. Even with the air conditioning working flat out, the heat in my bedroom seemed oppressive. I tossed and turned, and the face of Father Rodrigo disturbed the dreams that visited themselves upon me in the few brief snatches of sleep I managed to achieve. I kept wondering if he had fallen, or could he have been pushed? There had been too many strange things happening at the Church of the Virgin of Light in recent months. Four members of the choir, all young boys under seventeen, had simply disappeared, in addition to two other boys who assisted the Father at the altar. It had not been my case. Santiago Merced had been in charge of the investigation, but obviously the chief now wanted a fresh face on the job.

First thing in the morning, feeling weary and bleary-eyed, I visited Santiago in his office at headquarters. My fellow detective expressed himself more than happy to pass everything over to me. He had experienced no luck, no breakthrough, and with nothing to go on, and no apparent hope of a resolution, he had become totally disillusioned with the whole case. Reading through his notes, I could see why he'd fallen into such lethargy where the disappearances were concerned. He'd followed all the correct procedures, spoken to the families, friends and acquaintances of the boys, only to hit a brick wall with every single inquiry. Father Rodrigo had been more than helpful, but even the celebrated priest had been unable to throw any light on the disappearances. To all intents and purposes, it appeared that the boys had simply vanished from the face of the earth. Surely, I thought, if they'd been murdered, at least one body would have been discovered by now? If, on the other hand, they'd been abducted, the question became, who by, and for what purpose? Again, all of Merced's lines of inquiry led to the same result. Nothing, not a clue, nor a hint of anything useful that could lead him to finding out what had happened to the boys. The time to revisit the Father was fast approaching by the time I replaced Merced's notes in the file and placed them in one of my own desk drawers. Though they told me little, they would form points of reference during any future inquiries I may have to make in connection with this latest twist in the happenings at the church.

* * *

I arrived back at the hospital at eleven thirty. On my arrival at the ward, the sister in charge of the day shift informed me that Father Rodrigo had just woken, and that the doctor would like to speak to me in his office. Rodrigo's physician looked as though he'd not been to bed at all. If anything, his dishevelled state and heavy lidded eyes made me feel grateful for the few short periods of sleep I'd managed. He didn't bother to rise as I entered his office.

“He's awake,” Doctor Guerrero said, “but he doesn't seem to be making much sense. As I said last night, there may be some damage to his brain. He can speak with difficulty, but when he does he seems to be capable of nothing but quoting biblical passages, and, oh yes, he says he's seen the Devil!”

“And is this condition likely to be permanent, Doctor” I asked.

“At this stage, it's too early to say, Captain. He may remain like this indefinitely, or he may regain the faculty of normal speech in time. We'll conduct a brain scan and further tests as he gains strength, but, for now, we just don't know.”

Standing up at last, Guerrero walked out from behind his desk, and he led me the short distance from his office to Father Rodrigo's room.

I looked down at the priest lying in the bed before me. He looked deathly pale, and extremely vulnerable. His eyes seemed to be staring at a fixed point somewhere in the middle of the ceiling, and as I watched him, I saw something else, a look of terror on his face, terror such as I had never seen before, and would certainly never want to see again.

“Rodrigo, Father Rodrigo?” I spoke gently, quietly, not wanting to terrorise him any more than he already appeared to be. “Can you tell me who did this to you? Was it an accident? Did someone push you from the tower?”

Father Rodrigo's eyes never moved. He continued staring at that point somewhere on or beyond the ceiling, but in a cracked voice he replied,

“El Diablo, The Devil, The Devil is in my church, I have seen him, El Diablo is here. I will both lay me down in peace, and sleep: for thou Lord, only makest me dwell in safety.”

“Psalm 4, verse 8,” came a voice from behind me. I turned to see the face of Bishop Armando Entierro smiling at me from the doorway. The bishop and I had met a few times in the past.

“How are you, Juan?” he asked. “More importantly at this moment, how is poor Rodrigo?”

“I'm well thank you, your grace. As for Rodrigo, only time will tell. You can see for yourself what a pitiable state he's in at present.”

The bishop looked at Rodrigo, his face a mask of benevolence and compassion for the wounded priest.

“This is a bad business, Juan. First the disappearances, now this assault on Rodrigo within the sanctuary of the house of God.”

“You heard what he said, your grace? The Devil was in his church. He said he saw him!”

“And do you believe him, Captain Morales?”

The bishop used my official title, indicating the seriousness of the question.

“I believe he saw something that instilled sheer terror into him. Look at his face. Have you ever seen such fear, such abject horror reflected in a man's eyes?”

“May I?” asked the bishop, indicating his wish to speak to the unfortunate priest lying in the bed. I nodded my assent.

“Rodrigo, my son,” intoned the bishop quietly and reassuringly, “It is I, Armando Entierro. In the name of God, Rodrigo, tell me what happened.”

Rodrigo's eyes never faltered from their focus on that point above him, but then his mouth trembled as he replied,

“And there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels and prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in heaven. And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.”

“He's quoting from the Book of Revelation!” the bishop told me. “He speaks of Satan's expulsion from heaven.”

“He thinks Satan is here right now,” I replied.

“He is, Juan, he is all around us. Satan and his legions are always ready to tempt us, to seduce us, to lure unsuspecting souls into their infernal clutches. Believe me, Satan's here alright!”

I looked at Rodrigo again, and my heart cried inwardly for the man in the bed, the priest, the soul, the goodness cowering behind some inexplicable terror. The bishop spoke again.

“You two were very close once, Juan, weren't you? Rodrigo spoke of you often. What happened between you?”

“A stupid argument, your grace, about six years ago. You know I was divorced from Elena? Well, Rodrigo was unbending on the subject. I know it's against the Church's teaching but life sometimes throws us a curve ball, and well, despite everything we tried to do to hold the marriage together it happened. Anyway, Rodrigo and I had one of those once in a lifetime arguments when neither one will bend or compromise and we fell out in a big way. We haven't seen or spoken to each other from then until today,”

“How sad, Juan, how very sad, and now, you must try to solve this mystery, eh, amigo?”

Nodding to the bishop, I turned to face Father Rodrigo once again, and spoke with a softness that surprised even myself.

“Rodrigo, please tell me, if you can, who did this to you. Does it have anything to do with the missing boys? Did you find out something about what happened to them? Did someone do this to you to try to stop you from talking to the police, or to the bishop perhaps?”

Again, the priest trembled bodily, his lips quivering as he spoke, “And the burnt offering that the prince shall offer unto the Lord in the sabbath day shall be six lambs without blemish, and a ram without blemish”.

“Old Testament,” Bishop was thinking. “Yes, that's it! Ezekiel, chapter 46, I'm not sure of the verse.”

I smiled a little.

“Shame on you, Bishop Entierro, I thought you knew the good book inside out”.

“Must be my age”, he smiled back at me. “But what does he mean, Juan? Why all these references to the Bible. Why can't he communicate with us properly?”

“I don't know, your grace. Something in his brain has shut down, and the only thing that seems to be functioning is his knowledge of the book by which he has always tried to live his life.”

At that moment, my brain seemed to click into a new gear, as though someone had flicked a switch on in the deepest recesses of my though processes. I suddenly became aware of something, previously hidden behind the mask of Biblical quotes, but now very evident to me. Yes, I was certain of it! Rodrigo was attempting to tell us something. Seeing my sudden agitate state, Bishop Entierro looked at me, and cocked his head to one side, quizzically, as though waiting for me to enlighten him on my personal revelation. I spoke excitedly.

“Your grace, listen, six lambs without blemish, six missing boys, all presumably virgins, a ram without blemish, a catholic priest, PURE AND CELIBATE! He's trying to tell us it's all connected. I'm sure of it. But, how? Why would someone want to kill or abduct six choirboys or altar boys or whatever, and kill, or at least attempt to kill a priest? If they have been killed, where are the bodies? Lieutenant Merced and his team never found any evidence of foul play when they investigated the missing boys, and if someone wanted to kill Rodrigo, why didn't they make sure they'd succeeded when he fell from the tower? There were no witnesses so I assume they would have had the time to make sure they'd finished the job.”

“And if it was Satan himself, I can assure you he would not have failed if that was his intent,” the bishop added.

Doctor Guerrero chose that moment to enter the room, sternly informing us that his patient had been bothered enough for the morning and that we must let him rest and return later. The bishop and I said our farewells on the steps of the hospital and I returned to headquarters to further study the notes on the missing boys. They had all gone missing shortly after choir practices or after mass, each boy having completed his duties at the church, but never arriving home. Father Rodrigo had been interviewed by Merced on each occasion and had confirmed that all the boys had been in church, had left and he had never seen them again. They were all clean living, drug free, fine upstanding catholic boys and, strangely perhaps, they all shared one common ambition. All six boys wanted to become priests! Merced and his team had undertaken a painstaking search of the town and its environs, without success. The investigation, sadly, like many in small-town Mexico, had lead to a dead end. As a police force we had dedicated personnel, fairly modern firearms and vehicles, but we lacked the major logistical resources of the big city forces in Mexico City or Guadalajara. We did our best, always, and we usually succeeded, but this case seemed to be going nowhere.

At five o'clock that afternoon, I returned to the hospital, having first telephoned ahead to make sure that I could speak with Father Rodrigo. Doctor Guerrero was off duty but a Doctor Juărez assured me it would be fine for me to visit with him.

Father Rodrigo lay immobile, still staring at the ceiling as he'd been during my previous visit. He seemed almost to be in a trance, though he was, I felt sure, aware of my presence.

“Rodrigo, it's me, Juan, do you know me? Can you hear me?” No answer. “Father Rodrigo, what happened to the boys? What happened to you? Tell me, please, I'm trying to help you. If you know anything at all it may help me find the boys, and whoever did this to you. Tell me about the Devil, tell me about Satan.”

Father Rodrigo shook, and spoke,

“Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you:”

Being a good catholic boy (!), even without the bishop's presence, I knew he was quoting Mark's gospel, but what did it mean? I felt certain that, despite his mental state, Rodrigo was trying to answer me, to tell me the truth. As a priest after all, it would not be in his nature to lie. Somehow, these biblical references were pointing somewhere. I just had to attempt to follow his directions in order to discover just where that somewhere might be.

“I'm asking, Rodrigo, I'm asking, please tell me. I'm seeking, seeking the missing boys from your church. Where are they, Rodrigo? What happened to them? Tell me where I should be knocking to find the answers.”

I thought that by following his quotations at least semi-literally, I could maybe enter into a kind of logical dialect with him. Rodrigo twitched, trembled, then spoke again, his voice suddenly stronger.

“And when Joseph had taken the body, he wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn out in the rock: and he rolled a great stone to the door of the sepulchre, and departed.”

Suddenly, horribly, I thought I was beginning to make some sense of Father Rodrigo's biblical ramblings.

“Father Rodrigo, in the name of God, tell me who placed the stone over the tomb.”

“El Diablo, The Devil.”

“Where is the tomb, Father?”

“The garden of Christ.”

“Where is the Devil, Father?

“Here.”

“Where was he when the boys died, Father?”

“In my church, he was in my church. El Diablo, The Devil, he is here now.”

Father Rodrigo suddenly collapsed, his head falling to one side on the pillow. I pressed the emergency button beside his bed, and Doctor Juárez and two nurses were in attendance in less than a minute. I found myself being suitably impressed! No mañana culture in this facility! Unsurprisingly, the doctor requested that I leave, as I had intended on doing anyway. I needed to speak to Merced. Outside the hospital I quickly dialled his home number using my cell phone. I felt thankful he'd given me his number, in case I ever needed him urgently, when I'd taken over the investigation from him. He answered on the third ring.

“Santiago,” I spoke in a hurry. “It's Juan Morales. Tell me quickly, no recriminations, did you at any time search Father Rodrigo's for any traces or signs of the missing boys?”

“Of course,” replied Merced. “We found nothing. It was just a routine search. We had no reason to suspect….” He stopped in mid sentence. “You don't mean there's some connection to Father Rodrigo, do you?”

My mind raced. I didn't like to think as I was doing at that moment, but I had to follow it through.

“Maybe, Santiago, just maybe. Did you search the crypt?”

“Of course,” he replied, “We found nothing. Captain, what are you thinking?”

“What about the graveyard? Did you search the graveyard?”

“We looked there, sure, but we found zilch, nada, nothing.”

“Lieutenant Merced, I want you to meet me at the graveyard in half an hour. Bring a team with you. Make sure they have picks and shovels, and I don't care what you have to do or where you have to go to get them. Just get them and be here in thirty minutes. I hope I'm wrong, but I have a horrible feeling you missed something. Don't worry; it's not your fault. You just didn't know what to look for, or where to look for it.”

I hung up without waiting for Merced to answer. I knew he'd be there. My heart was racing on the way to the graveyard . I didn't want to be right, but somehow I knew that the answer would be waiting for me in the grounds of El Templo de la Virgen del Rayo.

Much to his credit, Merced and his team were waiting for me when I arrived. He'd brought the tools I'd requested.

“What are we looking for, Captain?” he asked, as I exited my car.

“An entrance.” I replied. “A large, heavy stone perhaps, something that could be used as a door, or a wedge.”

” Get those flashlights working,” Merced called to the men. In seconds the graveyard turned into a hive of activity as the officers began their search, the beams of their torches performing a grotesque dance as they bounced off headstones and funerary statues in the dark. After ten minutes of searching Merced himself called to me.

“Sir, I think there's something here.”

Below a statue of the virgin, raised as a monument to the departed wife of one of the town's founders, Merced had discovered a large spherical stone, that looked decidedly out of place, being neither a headstone, a statue or any form of useful adornment to anyone's last resting place. It took ten men fifteen minutes to move the stone, which eventually gave way to their combined strength, rolling to one side and revealing an entrance to an underground passageway. Maybe there was a private crypt below the statue? We were about to find out!

Two hours later, I emerged from that dark terrible place, visibly shaking. We had at last found the six missing boys. They were all there, in that cold, dank underground depository, wrapped in linen shrouds, each one with a dagger protruding grotesquely from his chest. They had been laid out in reverent fashion, almost lovingly. Each boy had a rosary in his hand and a crucifix placed on the chest adjacent to the knife that had brought about his deaths. Six boys, six knives.

The sickness I experienced that night was nothing compared to the trauma that awaited me on completion of the forensic examination of the scene, painstakingly carried out over the following three days. Apart from confirming the identity of each dead boy, fingerprint evidence soon led us to our chief suspect and two days later I found myself sitting in the chief's office at headquarters in the company of the chief of police himself, Bishop Entierro, and Cardinal Salvador Negrette, head of the Catholic Church in this region of the country. The meeting was short, much shorter than I expected.

“It's agreed then,” the Cardinal said. “As soon as he is fit to be moved, Father Rodrigo will enter the sanatorium in the grounds of the seminary at San Vicente. He will be well cared for. It is doubtful he will ever recover fully, if at all. He will be remembered by the people of Parral as a man who cared for the poor, the weak, and the oppressed, and who loved children.

The next day, the local newspaper carried the headline 'FATHER RODRIGO TO ENTER SANITORIUM AFTER VICIOUS ASSAULT. The storyline that followed stated quite briefly that Rodrigo would be unable, due to his injuries to ever return to his ministry and so, the story of Father Rodrigo and The Devil was quietly allowed to fade into the background with the tacit assistance of the Church and the Hidalgo del Parral Police Department. Merced, myself and all involved with the case were sworn to secrecy about our findings and though rumours, as always in these cases, abounded about Satan appearing in Parral, eventually the case was pretty much forgotten. Of course, the families of the boys mourned and returned as best they could to their everyday lives, but never forgot their loved ones, and Rodrigo lived for fifteen years in a world of his own, still haunted daily by the terror which had taken away his life, his work, and, perhaps most sadly of all, his faith. I remained a captain from then to this day and perhaps will soon retire, or maybe not. Maybe I'll grow oranges in a small pueblo on the coast.

* * *
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“So, tell me, Captain, did Father Rodrigo really see El Diablo? Did The Devil really stalk the streets of Parral? You were there, no-one knows better than you. Tell me, please”

“Señorita, have you not realised yet what I have been telling you? Father Rodrigo may not have seen The Devil, but he certainly came into contact with A devil. When he said that The Devil was in his church, he was telling the truth, but in his ramblings and delusions, what no-one realised to begin with was that Rodrigo was himself that devil. He was the killer! When he looked in the mirror that day he jumped from the bell tower, he found himself so disgusted by what he had become that he tried to end it all, to put an end to his and everyone else's suffering. Father Rodrigo was suffering from a deep psychotic illness. The boys were, so he thought, the purest in his flock. He thought he was sending them to God, to a better life. He was saving them! He tried to stop himself, he jumped!

“But, why was there no trial?”

“Señorita, Maria, here was a man who had spent the greater part of his life caring for the poor, the children, he had ministered to the people of this town for so many years, would justice have been served by publicly condemning him? The cardinal and the bishop arranged for Father Rodrigo to be confined within the seminary, with the best possible psychiatric and medical care the church could provide for the rest of his natural life. He never saw the outside world again. Was that not in itself the equivalent of a life sentence?”

“And you colluded with all this, knowing that your job would be at stake if anyone had found out you had been part of a cover-up?”

I sighed. The time had come for me to tell her the last part of my story, to explain to her just why I had done all I could to preserve intact the public perception of Father Rodrigo.

“Ah, Señorita, it is a little more complicated than that. You see, I had known Rodrigo for many years, from the time when as children, we would play together around the old mine workings, Even as a boy he was always the pious one. I think it was never in doubt that he would grow up to become a priest. I grew up to be the wild one, always in trouble, ready to pick a fight with anyone, though I was physically quite small. Believe it or not he was the one with the muscles and despite his love of Christ and all things holy he would stand up for me, and would fight off those who were bigger and stronger than I. Of course, by the time we had grown up things had changed. I had become physically stronger and a little more law abiding. He had left home to enter the priesthood when he was just twenty and I became a policeman two years later, on reaching the same age. We were always close.”

“But that still doesn't explain…”

“Wait, please, it will all become clear. When I received the call from the chief to go to the hospital in the beginning it was evident that Rodrigo no longer recognised me. That told me that something serious had befallen him. As my investigations continued they led more and more towards the conclusion that Rodrigo had to be the perpetrator of the crimes, though he had no knowledge directly of what he had done. His mind had effectively split into two halves. Throwing himself from the bell tower was probably the last act of his real self, desperately trying to find salvation in the arms of his beloved God”.

“Captain,” she interjected, “This is all very interesting, and I really do feel immense sorrow and sympathy for Father Rodrigo, you obviously knew him for a long time, but I don't see why he couldn't have been tried and perhaps sent to a mental institution where he would still have been looked after and the case could have been properly closed.”

“I knew him more than a long time, Señorita. I knew him all my life. He was always known simply as Father Rodrigo, which he preferred. Even you have never asked his full name. It was Rodrigo Morales! He was my brother!”

Now it had become her turn to sigh. She looked into my eyes for what seemed an eternity. I saw so much in that look, pity, understanding, sorrow, and perhaps most of all, a sense of closure in her heart. Maria López slowly reached her hand across the table until it rested gently on mine, looked down at the floor for a moment, then back at me, and, just before rising to leave, she leaned across, lowered her eyes, and whispered softly to me,



OEBPS/cover.jpeg






