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GRIM FANDANGO

ENTER DYING

Everything began when I died. Life doesn’t count. I fouled that up good but death gave me a
second chance I never expected, so this is where I’'m beginning: Judgment Day.

I got one hell of a shock after I died. When the reaper handling my case brought me in, he told
me that [ had to remain in the Land of the Dead indefinitely. Since I hadn’t expected there to even be a
Land of the Dead, I needed an explanation for what was happening and why. But I didn’t get one, not
really. Not one that made much sense at first. He told me that I had a debt to work off, a moral debt. I
asked him what that meant.

“Mr. Calavera...” the reaper began.

“Call me Manny,” I said.

The reaper didn’t smile, of course, not with an inflexible bone face; but I sensed, somehow, that
he would have been smiling if he could. “Manny,” he said. “With a record like yours, you won’t be
allowed to continue on to the Ninth Underworld for some time. You’re debt will have to paid off.”

I noticed he hadn’t really answered the question. “Suppose I walk or hitch a lift? Forget the
train or bus or whatever.”

“Manny, listen to me: do not try to leave town. Not ever. That would be the absolute worst
thing you could ever hope do.”

I fumbled with my fifth cigarette since I was brought it in, in a pointless attempt to cover up the
shaking of my fleshless hands. “So, are you telling me there are worse things than being stuck in a
world of the walking dead?”

“Yes, Manny,” he assured me. “Much worse.”

I took a deep drag on the cigarette. Then another. “So...about this debt, whatever it is...how do
I pay it off?”

“You will work for the DOD. As a reaper.”

“iHijole!”

I don’t have any trouble admitting that they scared the hell out of me: the reaper who handled
my case, the trainers, everybody involved in the whole situation. I was shit-my-pants terrified. Once
the reaper was finished with me I was taken to the DOD training facility and locked down. They put
me in this tiny, windowless room (maybe even doorless, too, after it had been shut) and left me for I
don’t know how long. It seemed like years but it was probably less than an hour. Then a trainer came in
and outlined just what my fate was to be in the most brutal terms possible—for the state of mind I was
in, anyway. Maybe she was just being factual, I don’t know. She told me stories about souls that
remained in the Land of the Dead for centuries, even millennia. And about those who never left. I was
already feeling restless, ready to move on; the thought of staying was torture all by itself, never mind
the horror stories. By the time the practical part of the training began, I was most definitely ready to be
a good boy.

So I started training to be a reaper. They issued me a scythe, a hooded black robe and abject
humiliation. A reaper is supposed to be imposing. Sometimes a soul has to be overawed, almost
spiritually bullied, before it will follow you out of the Land of the Living; but with these stumpy legs
of mine I don’t make much of an impression, so the DOD gave me these things to wear that added
almost a foot to my height. It took about half an hour of falling on my coccyx before I could even cross



the room. I wouldn’t have minded so much except it was part of my official training and I did those
thirty minutes of pratfalls in front of more than a dozen other trainees. But I put up with it, making out
like they were laughing with me rather than at me. Having decided it was finally time to play by the
rules, I found I could accept being humiliated. After the training was finished they assigned me an
office in the Bureau of Acquisitions and a driver.

“Why do I need a driver?” I had asked the trainer.

“If the company let you guys drive,” he said, “you’d all be AWOL in ten minutes.”

“Got me there,” one of the other trainees cracked.

My driver turned out to be a large demon with fuzzy blue skin that was about five sizes too big
for him. He looked like nothing so much as a six-foot-tall Shar-Pei. For some reason his name was
Endive. And didn’t the demon part take some getting used to.

“There are two basic kinds of demons,” our trainer told us. “Those who help souls and those
who want to rip you apart.”

“And how do you tell the difference?” one guy asked. “Before the chiropractic begins, I mean.”

The trainer went ‘hmpf” and said, “You won’t have to worry about that for a long time. All of
the demons here in El Marrow are the friendly sort. But if any of you step even one inch beyond the
city limits you will, I guarantee, shortly become a nest for an acid-spewing bat. Or maybe something
unpleasant will happen to you.”

Endive was definitely the friendly sort. Quiet, very respectful, and thoroughly unhelpful.

“Hey, carnal, let’s go for a ride,” I’d say.

“Sorry, sir,” Endive would reply, “but the car’s having it’s tires rotated.”

And he kept on like that. If I didn’t want the car for official purposes it was getting a lube job or
the timing belt was being adjusted, or something. Eventually, I caught on. “You’re just making
excuses, aren’t you?” I accused him one day after he fed me another slice of bullshit.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir; but the company won’t let me drive you anywhere except to and from the
Land of the Living. If I break the rules I could lose my job.” He said that like it was the worst thing in
the world.

“Why didn’t you just say so at the beginning?”’

“I don’t like to disobey, sir.”

“But you can lie, apparently.”

“Yes, sir, but please don’t tell anyone.”

I hid my phantom smile by taking a puff on my cigarette. “Still, you can drive whenever you
feel like it if I’'m not in the car, right?”” I’d seen Endive tearing around the streets of El Marrow and he
knew it.

“Oh, yes, sir. I have to drive.”

“Have t0?”

“I’m an elemental, sir, a spirit of the land. It’s what [ was made for.”

“So let me get this straight,” I said. ““You’re saying you were created just to drive cars? You
have a purpose in being and you know what it is?”

“Oh, yes, sir!” Endive answered enthusiastically.

That piece of news didn’t exactly make my day. By the time this conversation took place I was
past fear and into bitter. Finding out that demons knew what their purpose in life was...this was not
something I wanted to know. ‘If only I could have known that kind of thing when 7 was alive,’ I kept
thinking, ‘I wouldn’t be in this mess now.’ But, eventually, I got over it and I settled into the job of
picking up souls in the Land of the Living and trying to sell them the best travel packages they
qualified for.

“Why do some clients qualify for better travel packages?”’ I had asked our trainer in the
beginning.



“They led good lives,” he snapped back at me.

“;Que traes! How do you define a ‘good life’?”

“Better than yours and mine.”

But eventually I accepted the rules of the DOD and the restrictions the company placed on its
agents. At first, I went along with the rules because I had been scared into line. Later on, because |
became fatalistic. But, eventually, when things started to make some sense, I started following the rules
because I became convinced they were right. I never understood completely why the DOD did things
the way it did, but I got enough to see there must be a reason for it all. As I read the records of my
clients’ lives I started to understand why the agent who handled my case wouldn’t tell me what was in
my file. A soul’s life is very complex, not to mention delicate. The files reapers get contain not just a
client’s actions but also their thoughts and motivations; whether they are remembered, repressed, or
conveniently edited and justified after the fact. These things interact in interesting ways in affecting a
person’s destiny and it’s not always healthy—for the reaper as well as for the client—to go into the
details.

A mass murderer is obviously not going to be issued a ticket on the Number Nine train, but a
seemingly good person could be just as bad off. One of my early clients was a philanthropist. He was
incredibly wealthy and put most of his money into good causes that helped thousands of people. But he
also bullied and humiliated virtually everyone who personally came into contact with him. He loved
making employees crawl and as for his wife...that woman deserved a ticket on the Number Nine train
if only for what she had put up with. The best that man qualified for was a girl’s three-speed bicycle.

I remember my first Double-N sale. I was beyond envious. When I made to hand the ticket to
my admittedly well-deserving client, the little golden slip started to twitch. I was so startled that I let
go...but instead of falling, the ticket leapt straight into his hand. I wouldn’t take bets on who was more
surprised. I saw a lot of Double-Ns after that and got used to their antics but I never really got over the
envy. Every day I’d come into the building, see that big picture of the Number Nine train hanging in
the lobby and say to myself, ‘One of these days, I’'m going to ride her right on out of here!” A second
thought would always say, ‘Yeah, right.’

I became a good sales agent after a slow start; after I got over the fear and bitterness, that is. I
may have ruined my life but, dead, I started doing OK. My job got to be rewarding. I made friends in
the office, settled into a nice apartment, found a cozy little brew-pub where I spent a lot of my off time,
and I began to think that life was good.

That’s when I started to have serious problems.

On the surface things were just fine. My job and everything else were fantastic, but I was in the
Land of the Dead and having the time of my life. At first that was just ironic, but the contradictions
started to get to me. I began to obsess about little things. Like cigarettes. Where did the tobacco come
from when no plants grew in the Land of the Dead? And what of the patties in those greasy, half-
pound, bacon-and-cheese hamburgers I had almost every day for lunch? Dios mio, did I love those
things, especially now that I had no arteries to clog. And why did I go to bed every night when I had
entered the big sleep? The Land of the Dead was so normal on the surface but so deeply perverse
underneath. My existence in it became a torment, a cruel shadow of Life. I realized I was trapped in a
limbo state halfway between the Land of the Living and the Land of Eternal Rest: an awful mixture of
both and neither. For most souls the Land of the Dead was just a place to cross on the way to a better
place, but I was condemned to stop in it for I didn’t know how long. It was much, much worse than the
fear I had experienced in the beginning.

My office manager, a tragic soul named Yehuda, sent me to the company shrink. She didn’t
make much progress with me at first, though. She tried to help me to simply accept the contradictions,
but at first I seemed too far gone to listen. I resisted, as if [ wanted to be tormented.



Then one day I was sitting in my office and staring at the street below. I decided to jump. ‘Dead
Man Kills Self” was the tabloid headline I envisioned. I started to laugh and couldn’t stop. Our
secretary had the shrink to the office within twenty minutes. I was still hysterical when she got there. It
was my way of touching bottom. After that, she made progress with me. I learned much later that there
were people who really did try to commit suicide. What people could do to themselves in such futile
acts is one of the saddest things I’ve ever heard. After a while existence became bearable but never
again truly, unreservedly enjoyable. And that, in the Land of the Dead, is a good thing.

EvA, DON, AND DOM

The years crawled by. I got a promotion and a fancy new office almost at the top of the
building. I became a senior sales agent and the commissions started just rolling in. I got my clients
personal cars, luxury cruises, and Double-N tickets. It seemed like bus packages were the worst I did
for anyone but I suppose I did have my share of bicycles, packing crates, and walking sticks.

I hadn’t been in my new office long when the secretary for that division got promoted out. The
new one was fresh from the Land of the Living. I decided to give her a hand of one kind or another, so
around noon her first day I perched myself on the edge of her desk and said, “So, are you interested in
lunch, kid?”

“Would there be any point?” she asked, sounding bitter. I knew that tone well enough not to
take it too seriously.

“Not as such,” I answered, “but do you really want to work straight through to five?”

She didn’t have to give that much thought. “Can’t say I do, honey. Got a place in mind?”

“Sure do.” I told her about my little brew-pub and we were on our way.

After we had ordered, Eva leaned toward me and said, “Am I supposed to guess your name, or

what?”

I laughed. “Calavera,” I said. “Manny Calavera.”

“OK, Cal. I'm Eva Capizzi.”

“I know. It’s on the nameplate on your desk.”

It was Eva’s turn to laugh. “You a sales agent or a detective?”

“Both, maybe. I gotta find the best packages for my clients, you know. Cigarette? It’1l help you
relax.”

Eva stopped tearing little pieces from her napkin and said, “Sure. You a mind reader, too?”

“No,” I said as I gave her a cigarette and lit it. “Just an old hand. I think I went through half a
pack while the agent that picked up told me I was stuck here.”

Eva took a long drag. “Thanks, sweetheart.” A puzzled look parked itself in front of her skull.
“Can you tell me what I’m inhaling this smoke with?”

I shook my head. “You’re better off not thinking too much about that.”

“I don’t just accept things, darling.”

“I’m an old hand, remember?” Eva cocked her skull like a dog hearing an unfamiliar word. Not
that Eva was a dog; far from it. “Things are pretty strange in the Land of the Dead. They seem like the
way they are back home, but they’re not. You can really mess yourself up if you get too concerned
about it.”

Eva fixed her empty but strangely, beautifully alive eye sockets on me for a few seconds. She
took another puff on her coffin nail. “OK, Cal,” she said. “I guess you probably know what you’re
talking about.”

“The Land of the Dead gets to you, eventually,” I went on. I didn’t normally preach, but it
seemed important that [ somehow keep Eva away from what I had gone through. “This isn’t a good



place to be stuck in. It looks so much like life, but it just isn’t. It’s like having a dull ache and not being
able to tell where it is. If you try to concentrate on it, try to find it out, you’ll go nuts. Trust me...find
something to distract yourself with. Focus on working off your time and getting out of this nowhere
place.”

Eva didn’t say anything right away. “I will, Cal,” she said softly.

I shook myself. “Sorry. I don’t usually do that. It’s just—"

“I get you. Really.”

Fortunately, our food arrived just then.

Eva looked wryly at the enormous, cheese-drenched hamburger the waitress put down in front
of me. “I could say something about heart attacks, but I’d be a little late.” She started in on her salad.

“You definitely are the late Eva,” I chuckled, nodding to her low-fat plate, “and weight loss is
guaranteed from now on.”

She gave me an ethereal grimace. “You had to bring that up while I’m eating, didn’t you.” She
shook her head. “I think I’'m gonna be sick.”

“What with?” I asked. Eva kicked my shin as hard as she could.

And we went hopping on from there. Our relationship didn’t go exactly where I had thought it
might, but it was fun anyway. [ might come into the office in the morning and ask, “Any messages for
me?”

“Your undertaker called,” Eva might answer.

“Yeah? What’d he say?”

“Encore!”

But I gave as good as I got, not that Eva would ever admit it.

A few years after Eva’s arrival, our boss was promoted out. I can’t say I was thrilled about the
new one, Don Copal, but I didn’t have much against him either. Not at first. He was certainly different,
though. Stan Segall had been tough; he demanded premium sales, but he’d also break every bone he
had to help you get them. Don stopped at being demanding. It wasn’t long after he came into our little
world that someone, I don’t know who exactly, christened him the Amazing Vanishing Dictator. He’d
be seen entering his office in the morning and usually, soon after, Eva would be saying he wasn’t in.
Not that anyone ever saw him leave. Eva was not happy with the situation. She was supposed to be the
office manager’s liaison with the sales agents, not his blocker.

“I wouldn’t mind his vanishing so much, Cal,” Eva said over lunch one day, “except the
fucking SOB keeps reappearing.”

And without warning. He would suddenly be there behind you shouting about what a lousy
sales agent you were. It was pure bullshit, but he kept on dumping it. For example, Lana O’Malley was
about the hottest agent our office had. When she made four Double-N sales in one week—a record—
Copal chewed her out the following week for not managing it again. The office had a meeting that
evening at Lana’s favorite ‘speak’ (not that there ever was Prohibition in the Lane of the Dead, but
‘Peeps’—the owner—had his own ideas about décor, apparently) to try to figure out what to do about
the situation.

“Just what the fuck,” Lana hissed, glaring deep into a cocktail—I think Una Merkel mixed
something like it in a movie once, but with less absinthe—in the biggest glass I’d ever seen, “is the
problem with this guy? Doesn’t he know a goddamned miracle when he sees it?”

“I’d kill to make four Double-N sales a week,” I groused, “if I could find anyone who wasn’t
already dead, that is.”

“Cute,” José Angel said as he twirled a hunk of ice in his drink, “but is there anything we can
do about Copal?”

“Ha!” Eva said. “Believe me, there’s no such thing as a DOD complaint form.”



“To work off our time, we have to do what we’re told,” I put in.

“Thank you, professor,” Lana snarled. “I’ve been working off my time even faster than you.
Should 7 take even more abuse for my effort?”

“Looks that way,” Apollo Schafer said. “Man, I can’t figure that dude out!”

“Well, that’s helpful,” Eva said with all the irony she had in her.

Apollo threw up his hands. “I can’t say anything!”

Eva twisted the knife. “You never do.”

José’s hand clacked on the table we were huddled around. “This isn’t helping!”

“Does anything?”’ I asked. “No, wait,” I said when José made to pop off again, “I’m serious.
Eva’s right. There’s just no procedure for this.”

“I’ve been at the DOD almost seventy fucking years, golden boy,” Lana said. “There’s no
goddamned ‘procedure’ because this kind of thing hasn’t happened before! We’re supposed to be
pulling together. We’re all in the same boat, for Christ’s sake!”

‘The Titanic’ was what the look Eva shot at me seemed to say.

“OK.,” José snapped, “so Copal’s standing up in the boat and doing jumping jacks. So just what
the fuck do we do about it?”

“Hope we’ve got most of our time made up?”” Apollo suggested.

Instead of a scathing retort, Eva just said, “Lana’s been at it seventy years.”

“Oh, man!” Apollo muttered. “I did not need to be reminded of that.”

“Oh, for...” Jos¢ exclaimed in exasperation. “Can’t we come to some sort of decision!?”

“So suggest something,” Eva snapped. “I think we’ve all said we don’t know what can be done,
so enlighten us, O wise and wonderful man.”

José just glared at Eva. Somehow.

Lana pushed herself away from the table. “This is going nowhere. Maybe I can find someplace
where I can get tight in peace.”

“I’ll second that,” I said and followed her to the door which I opened for her because she was
old enough to expect it. “Pig,” Eva whispered as she slipped through after Lana. “Oink,” I shot back.

“Lana,” I said to her when I had caught up, “I actually do have an idea.”

“So why the hell didn’t you say so before, dammit?”

“Hey!” I held up my hands. “Friend!”

Lana actually stopped and faced me. “OK. So what’s the idea, Cal?”

“Maybe we can’t do jack about Copal. We just don’t know either way. But my first boss is still
with the company. I can see if he has any ideas.”

“Not bad, Manny.” Lana started walking again, more slowly than before. “He’s been with the
DOD forever, the poor bastard. Yeah, see what Yehuda knows. But don’t talk to him at the office.
Don’t let Copal get wise to you.”

“Don’t worry about that. Funny. I don’t know where he stops.”

“I’ll find out from his secretary,” Eva chimed in.

“Good,” Lana said, “Sounds like we’ve got a conspiracy.”

The next day I met Eva for lunch. “Will he be expecting me?”’ I asked when she gave me the
address. He’d moved in the years since I’d worked under him.

“Are you out of your ever-loving mind, sweetheart? Do you have any idea how close my desk
is to Copal’s door?”

“Just asking,” I said.

Eva pushed her food around her plate. “Manny,” she finally said, “do you think Copal’s up to
something?”

“Like what? Gunning for the Loud-Mouthed Bastard of the Year award?”



“I don’t know,” she said, staring at her plate. “Maybe there’s a reason why he’s tearing
everyone down.”

I shrugged. “Does he need a reason to be an asshole? / never did.”

“You’re not an asshole, darling.”

“You didn’t know me when I was alive.”

Eva sighed and dropped her fork on her plate. “What do we know about Copal? What’s his
background? How did he get this job?”

“We don’t ask those questions,” I answered. One of the unwritten rules in the DOD:
everybody’s a bum so don’t delve into anybody’s past.

“I don’t just accept things, remember?”

“So why are you so bothered? He hasn’t been tearing you down, has he?”

“And why not?”

I shrugged again. “Because you’re not a sales agent, I guess. He can’t lay into you for not
making enough premium sales.”

“Exactly!” Eva said like she was making a big point. “I’m not an agent, so I get slightly better
treatment. But why should that make any difference to a guy who’s just an asshole? So he’s not an
equal-opportunity prick?”

“Sonofabitch, Eva! How the hell should I know?”

“Maybe you should find out.”

“There are some questions we simply do not ask.”

“OK, Cal. OK. But if certain questions don t get asked, how in this sick world will Yehuda be
any help to you?”

Maybe Eva was the mind reader. I went to his home that evening. He fixed me a drink and then
settled into his easy chair while I told about our problem. When I’d finished, the tired old man said, “I
don’t know what I can do to help, Manny. Office managers are rather autonomous, you know.”

“Yeah, but there are people above him, right? He’s gotta answer to somebody.”

“We all answer to somebody, Manny,” Yehuda sighed and shook his head slowly, “but the big
boys downtown have larger things to concern themselves with than our piffling office politics.”

“So what are you telling me? That all we can do is to wait until he or we are promoted out?
That could take a while, you know.”

“Yes,” Yehuda grimaced, “I know.”

I had put my foot in it, and didn’t I know it. “Sorry, mano, I didn’t...”

Yehuda impatiently waved the apology away. “Never mind. I made the biggest mistake any
man could. I accept my fate,” he said almost defiantly, “and so should you.”

“I don’t think Copal is fate exactly.”

“We don’t get to choose who we work with. I believe I recall getting a few complaints about
you in those first few months. But you improved. Remarkably so. I suspect Copal simply hasn’t had
any management experience. And he may still be bitter that he isn’t allowed to go on to his rest. You
must make allowances.”

“I’1l try. I don’t now about Lana, though.”

We found out about Lana soon enough. When I told her what Yehuda had said, she didn’t make
any response except to shake her head and walk away.

I was filing my recent cases a couple of days later when Eva quietly slipped into my office. She
looked shaken. I took out the bottle of scotch I kept in my premium clients cabinet and gave it to her.
When she had taken a big swallow she told me what was up.



“It’s Lana,” she said hoarsely but not because of the low quality of the scotch. “She left town.”
I could only stare. “Her driver tried to stop her. She made it as far as the edge of the forest, but then she
walked straight into a web. The spiders had her in pieces in seconds.” Eva shuddered. “Bab is pretty
shaken up.”

“Yeah,” I said pointlessly. “She’d been here so long. I was really pulling for her. Damn Copal!”

Eva took another slug of scotch. “If this can happen to someone like Lana, Cal, what chance do
we have?”

I let out a slow sigh and lit a cigarette to give myself time to think of a decent answer. There
wasn’t one. “Lana didn’t have to leave town, Eva,” I finally said.

“I think she did. I think she knew she had to try. There’s something in this office that gave her
no choice.”

She was so earnest I almost believed her. But I shook my head. “No. She just didn’t think
things through.”

Eva opened her mouth to argue but Copal chose that moment to burst in. “So there you are!” he
roared. “Just what the hell are you doing away from your desk!?”

“Lana left town,” Eva said in a low voice.

“Glad to hear it!”” Copal snapped. “Maybe now I can get one decent agent in this office.” I
ground my teeth but said nothing. Copal must’ve seen my jaw working because he paused and said,
“Smart boy.” Then, to Eva, “So get back to work, you!”” With that he spun around and stamped out of
my office.

Eva hefted the bottle. I grabbed her wrist and pried the bottle away from her. “That’d be a waste
of perfectly good rotgut,” I said.

“Are you just going to accept this?” she hissed.

“Give me an option.”

She just shook her head sharply and went. I glared at the bottle in my hand. “She could’ve at
least left me enough to get drunk on,” I groused.

An agent to replace Lana arrived the next day. If I had been under oath, I suppose I would have
admitted that this was a good thing. The Bureau of Acquisitions simply cannot be short handed. But,
down in the guts I no longer have, I thought it stunk. We should have had a mourning period. Lana was
truly gone...gone in a way beyond what death means to the living. Lana was still there but balkanized,
rendered impotent, voiceless, totally incapable of leaving the Land of the Dead. That’s something
people need to come to terms with. Instead, Copal thrust a new agent into the space of a soul he had—
deliberately or not—driven into hell.

There are no words for how we hated Copal.

And we didn’t much care for the new guy. His name was Domino Hurley. We would have
disliked him because he replaced Lana, but that wouldn’t have lasted except he gave us other reasons.
Offensively self-confident, he oozed insincere charm and friendliness. He had no experience as a
reaper, which was strange since our division was made up of veterans (the DOD liked to group agents
by experience). Hurley just didn’t belong with us.

Apollo was so out of joint because of the situation that he actually complained to Copal’s
superiors. That gave Copal an excuse to railroad him out of the company on an insubordination rap.
Apollo wasn’t going to let that keep him in the Land of the Dead, though, so he headed off for the
Ninth Underworld. But, unlike Lana, he thought ahead. He persuaded his driver to come along. A few
months later we got a postcard from Puerto Zapato. Since he made it that far I like to think that he
actually made it to the end of the line, although his driver never did return to El Marrow. And the
punch line is that while Copal couldn’t replace Lana fast enough, Apollo’s office was converted into a
supply room. But I’m getting ahead of myself.



When I came into the office the morning after Lana left town, I found Eva in a pretty agitated
state. Domino was the first agent in and he had kept Eva hopping as he started making Lana’s office his
own. When I stepped out of the elevator Eva was just hanging up the phone. She then picked up the
office’s appointment book and slammed it down on her desk as hard as she could.

“Any messages for me?”’ I asked.

“I’m in no mood for jokes, Cal,” she barked. I actually took a step back. I don’t think I’d ever
seen Eva like that before. Sure, she’d been angry plenty of times, but never so thoroughly enraged.

I must have just stood there for about five seconds before inanely saying, “Really?” That got
me the whole story on Hurley. It was Copal (who wasn’t in the office yet) she had been talking to on
the phone. Hurley wanted her to get a new computer for his office and she balked at that. She wanted
Copal’s support in reining in Hurley and didn’t get it. In fact, Copal told her to give Hurley whatever
he wanted. To Eva’s mind, the office was her domain. The office manager’s only concern was ‘the little
stuff,” by which she meant us agents. Well, she had a point. Of sorts. In any case, she was being jerked
around on two tethers. I wouldn’t have liked it if I had been in her place.

But at first I thought Eva was overreacting. That is, until I had my first Domino experience a
couple of minutes later. I went to Lana’s office to introduce myself. Hurley was busy unpacking one
box and tossing Lana’s stuff into another. When I figured out that he didn’t really know about Lana, I
told him the story and warned him that he was likely to get some resentment from the others in the
office. His only response was, “Hey, that’s a shame!” Then he made some remark about Lana’s
computer being a piece of crap. I was irked by the fact that he wasn’t genuinely listening. As we talked
—or as I talked and he babbled—I riffled through Domino’s box. “Look at all the diplomas!” I said
half to myself.

“You have to have the proper attitude to get diplomas like those, Manny.”

“Really?” I said in mock astonishment. “I thought you just had to have the proper postage.”
Domino was not happy with that crack, but I was. Having got my lick in, I made my excuses and went
to my office to start on the day’s cases.

That evening Eva and I met at this new nightclub she wanted to try out. It wasn’t exactly my
style. I imagined it would have been full of ferns if there were any to be had. The orchestra wasn’t half
bad, especially if you liked the Kay Kyser sound, which I didn’t. Eva was still in a foul mood but was
trying to relax. We tried to stay off shop talk, but the shop intruded.

I was doing my best to take her mind off the workday we had just got done with. I asked her,
“So what are you gonna do this weekend?”

She said “Fuck!” and my jaw dropped. She didn’t seem to notice my reaction but hissed, “He’s
here!”

“Huh?”

“Domino! Dont look!!” she snapped when I started to look around.

Maybe he was aware of us the whole time, or maybe I had moved in the right direction.
Whichever it was, Domino got up from his table just then, drink in hand, and sat down at ours. “Hey,
kids! How’s it goin’?”

“I’ve been better,” Eva growled.

“Something’s been eating her all day,” he said brightly. “Must be that time of the month.”

I winced. Eva was actually speechless.

“Well,” Domino went on obliviously, “I’ve had quite a day myself. Man! I can’t believe what a
mess that Laura left in my office!”

“Lana!” Eva snapped.
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“Oh?” he said. “I guess I heard it wrong, then.” Domino then leaned back in his chair and
looked over at the band. He hefted his ridiculous drink with an umbrella in it and said to me, “This is
the life, ain’t it, Cally?”

“Last time I checked,” I said, “we were all dead.”

“Oh, Manny!” Domino exclaimed. “Where’s your optimism?”

I opened my mouth to ask something about what the hell difference could optimism make when
Domino turned to Eva and said, “I guess you guys are some kind of an item, huh?”

“Sure, Dom,” Eva said tiredly. “Whatever.”

“Say, that’s terrific. Tell me, Cally,” Domino switched tracks again, “how many Double-N
tickets can a guy expect to sell around here?”

I thought of saying something like, ‘I don’t know, Dommy. How many Double-Ns came with
your Monopoly set?’ Instead, I just shrugged and said, “Depends. If you’re lucky, maybe five or six a
month. Two is more likely, though.”

“Now is that the winning attitude?”” he chided me

“Saints don’t grow on trees, Hurley,” I said.

He just waved that aside and sipped his drink.

I’d had enough of the guy. “What did you do to get this job?” I asked. Eva started.

“You mean, what’s my secret to success?” he asked smugly.

“No,” I said, “I mean, how did you screw up and get stuck at the DOD?” Domino slowly put
his drink down. ‘Good,’ I thought, ‘I’'m getting to him.” “What sin did you commit and how long are
you going to have to work here to pay it oft?”

“I could easily ask the same question of you,” he said coldly.

I should have expected that, but I was thrown. “But I don’t know the answer,” I admitted. “I
still don’t know what I’ve done.”

“Well, how convenient!” he sneered. “Then neither do 1.” And having got in the last jab, he
finally left us.

“Oh, good going, Manny,” Eva said with only mild sarcasm. “What made you ask such an
asinine question? Who’s always saying there are questions we don’t ask, anyway?”

That made me defensive. “Look, I wanted to get rid of him, OK? I really can’t stand that guy

“And you think /’m in love with him?” Eva shook her head. “Listen, darling—I wanted to get
rid of him, too, but don’t you think there was a more grown-up way of doing it?”

“Well, you were pretty quiet back there. Didn’t you have anything to contribute? Just how
would you have gotten rid of him?”

Eva opened her mouth and then closed it. She looked down at the table and said, “I don’t know,
I guess.” She shrugged and looked back up at me. “I just wish you weren’t so nasty about it, that’s all. I
shouldn’t criticize when I don’t have any better ideas, should 1?” she asked wryly.

“Who else cares enough to keep me on the straight and narrow?”

Eva patted my hand and said, “Now don’t get mushy on me, sweetie.”

We got off Domino after that. But he didn’t just disappear, unfortunately.

"5

MANNY's M0JO COPS A BREEZE

Over the next couple of weeks Domino kept getting on everyone’s nerves until Apollo popped
off with that complaint and ended up leaving town. Just before he left, though, he had an idiotic
physical confrontation with Domino. Apollo was definitely taken to the cleaners. Hurley was a big guy.
He could have been a linebacker or something. He was a jock of some kind, anyway. It seemed that
whenever he wasn’t on a case he was stripped down to his undershirt shadowboxing or skipping rope
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or whatever in his office, like he couldn’t take sitting still. ‘The Sweatiest Man in the Office’ I dubbed
him. “You gotta sweat to sell, Cally, and you know it,” he’d say to me even though I had a couple of
decades selling on him. He really started to get to me. What made it worse was the fact that he was
selling.

It isn’t that easy to be a sales agent. It’s not as simple as ‘good life=premium sale’. An agent
has to put all the pieces of a life together and search out the absolute best a soul deserves, and then
convince the client to buy. It takes experience to do that well. Hurley claimed it was all a matter of ‘the
winning attitude’. A load of crap, I thought, but he was selling a lot of premium packages for a
beginner. Actually, he was selling a lot for a veteran.

Hurley got to me for another reason: I started to have a slump. There’s always an ebb and flow
in cases. You can’t pick and choose your clients. Sometimes there’s a nice mix, sometimes you get a
parade of SS officers and child molesters...or if you’re very lucky, two Double-Ns in a single week.
For some reason I didn’t understand, my clients started to slide toward the telemarketer end of the
scale. And this was while Hurley was raking in premium sales. I became as green as Eva’s lunches.

Copal suddenly became ‘helpful’. He gave me these little pep-talks and motivational sales
books with titles like They Bought the Farm...Now Sell Them the Cows. For a little while I actually
thought Copal and changed, but then he suggested I get tips from Hurley. From that moment Domino
Hurley became my arch enemy. At that year’s Christmas party I got a little stiffer than I should and
really told Hurley off. I guess I made something of a scene because the next day Eva asked me what
the hell was I thinking. I was too hazy on the details to have a good answer.

Then came the terrible week when I made no premium sales of any kind. ‘OK,’ I thought,
‘that’s as bad as it can get.” But the next week was worse. I couldn’t even sell anything as good as a bus
package. Copal started shouting again and this time he seemed justified. I felt so low I actually started
reading the books he had given me. The following week I was able to put someone on a bus and I
thought the slump was ending, but I was wrong.

“What the hell’s wrong with me?” I asked Eva over lunch when the nightmare was in it’s
second month. “How can I get a lead on a good client?”

“Sweetie,” she said, “I may send out the work orders but I don’t pick who gets them. I just drop
them in the tube and the dispatcher sorts them out.”

“Can’t you walk a good case over to me?”

“I don’t look inside, Cal. They all look the same to me.” She gave me an arch look. “Kind of
like you guys. And besides, you read that memo Copal sent out, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, yeah.” I did my best Copal impression: ““‘Swapping, selling, and especially stealing
work orders will result in severe disciplinary action!’ I almost think that was aimed at me.”

“Well, maybe it was.”

“Don’t you think I’m paranoid enough?”’

“It’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you, darling.”

I thought Eva was nuts and told her so, but after we got back I decided she was a prophet when
I walked into my office and found Hurley moving in. “What the hell are you doing!?!” 1 exclaimed
even though it was pretty damn obvious what he was doing.

“Oh, Cally,” Domino said in a tone usually reserved by parents with a slow child. “Do I really
have to connect the dots for you?”

I looked around. None of my stuff was in sight and Hurley already had his punching bag fixed
to one wall. “This used to be my office!” I said, still in painfully-obvious mode.

“Yeah, I know.” He made a show of making sure his diplomas were hung square. “I found some
comic books in the desk with your name on them.”

For the record, I never had any comic books. Not in my desk, anyway.
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I thrust my face into Hurley’s...sort of...and tried to be as menacing as I could. “I want my
office back!”

“Don’t worry,” he said in a soothing tone that only made me angrier. “You’ll have years and
years to enjoy it after I’ve been promoted out and you’re still here.”

“I wanna punch you in the mouth.”

“Oh, no! Not the Christmas party all over again.” He shook his head as if very disappointed in

“What...happened at the Christmas party?” I was genuinely baffled.

“Blacked out on the whole thing, huh? Maybe you should switch to lemonade, kid.”

I went to the door, then turned back. “Is it hard to kiss up to the boss when you’ve got no lips?”
I sneered.

Domino’s voice was soft and cold. “I got all the lip I need. I get it from you.”

I left. Eva was standing just outside. “Manny...” she said quietly and beckoned me to follow.
She led me to the store room, Apollo’s old office. My name was on the door. “There’s a Dinh Nam in
Domino’s old office. Copal says you’re in here now.”

“Did you know about this?”

She shook her head.

I sighed. “I feel like dirt.”

“Me, too, sweetheart.”

“Well, there’s one good thing about all this.”

“Yeah?”

“I can’t sink any lower.”
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YEAR 1

EXCELSIOR

Hitting bottom doesn’t mean you’ll start rising again, I found. Months went by and still I had
no premium sales. Which meant, of course, that I was working but not working off my time. I began to
hate going into the office. It was hard to face my clients, to go through my spiel knowing it wouldn’t
lead to anything. I’d send them into my crummy little office and make any kind of excuse so I could
close the door behind them and take time to get my nerve up. And the time I made my clients wait kept
getting longer. One of my last clients, Celso Flores, had to wait for me almost half an hour. Eva stared
sadly at me from her desk by Copal’s office as I paced outside my door screwing up my courage.
Finally I opened the door to face him. Celso was huddled in the chair by the cheap table I used as a
desk, chain smoking.

“Sorry for the wait, Mr. Flores,” I said, sweeping into the office in my robes, surreptitiously
using my scythe to keep my balance. “I’m ready to take you now.”

That was the wrong way to put it. Celso’s foot started tapping the floor while he tried to
become one with his chair. “Take me? Take me where?”” he squeaked.

“Now, now,” I tried to soothe him, “there’s no need to be nervous.”

Celso made an effort to get the compulsive tapping under control as he said, “Nervous. N-no.
It’s just your appearance. It’s...well, it’s a little intimidating.”

I almost laughed. “Intimidating? Me? But I’m your friend. My name’s Manny Calavera. I’'m
your new travel agent.”

“I just want to go home.” Celso said in a small voice.

I’m sorry to say I did chuckle then. “You can’t go home. You’re dead.” Celso’s tapping stopped
and he sagged as if his strings had been cut. “But you’re not alone,” I said. “Everybody here is as dead
as you. That’s why we call it the Land of the Dead.” I put my scythe aside and carefully sat down.
Even after all this time with my height extenders, I still had trouble judging how far it was to the chair.
“Are you ready for your big journey?”’

“No!” Celso practically jumped out of his chair with the intensity of his denial. But just as
quickly he slumped back again. “What journey?”” he asked helplessly.

“The four-year journey of the soul!” I tried to say enthusiastically. “It’s quite a trip. And I can’t
lie to you, Celso: it can be very, very dangerous.” Celso looked ready to bolt. “Unless...you take that
money you were buried with and buy a better travel package from us!” I spread some brochures out on
the table even though I knew it was pointless. “Wouldn’t you rather travel the Land of the Dead in your
own sports car? Or try a luxury cruise? Or, if you’ve lived a very good life,” I said through gritted
teeth, “you may even be eligible for a ticket on the Number Nine itself.”

A little voice in my mind started going ‘No-no-no-no!’ as Celso picked up the last brochure.
“The Number Nine?”” he asked hopefully.

I sighed a little. “That’s our top-of-the-line express train. It shoots straight to the Ninth
Underworld—the Land of Eternal Rest—in four days instead of four years. But,” I continued
emphatically, “very few people qualify. Let’s take a look at your record.” I turned toward my computer
and brought up Celso’s file. No surprises. He wasn’t a bad man in the typical living-person’s sense, but
he had missed almost every opportunity for true virtue. I turned back to find Celso engrossed in the
Number Nine brochure.

“Well,” I said gently, “it looks like the train is a little out of your reach. But,” I said as I turned
back to the computer, “I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” I worked a few minutes with Celso not-
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breathing down my neck as I stretched every point in his favor to breaking point. “Ah-ha!” I said
eventually. “That’s the ticket: the Excelsior line!”

I collected my scythe and took Celso down to the street level. I made him wait outside while I
had a demon fetch an Excelsior. Then I gathered myself and went out to Celso where he waited on the
massive steps that led to the main doors. I held out the walking stick to him and said, “Isn’t she a
beauty!” Celso took it numbly while I went on. “That compass in the handle will sure come in handy,
too.” He looked open jawed at the compass set into the knob of the stick. “Oh, you’re going to have a
great trip, Mr. Flores. Wish I was going!” At least that part was truthful.

“Why don’t you?” Celso asked a little forlornly. “You could give me a lift.”

I couldn’t make ‘eye’ contact. “Oh, I can’t leave here until I pay off a little debt to the powers
that be.”

“Community service, eh? Well,” he said almost brightly, “I guess there are some folks worse off
than me.” With that he turned away and started down the steps.

“Oh, I'll be leaving here soon enough,” I called out after him. Then, under my breath as I
turned to go back inside, “No thanks to dead-end, no-commission, low-life cases like yours, menso.” I
rode the elevator back to my floor and started trudging to my office.

“Manny,” Eva called out to me, “Copal told me to tell you not to leave early today. He wants to
talk to you about something.”

“Tell him not to worry,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Back in my office I took of my robe and kicked the high-lift things off my feet. “Especially not
with clients like that!” I extracted my bottle of scotch from my now-empty premium-clients file cabinet
and took a swig. “Where do they get these guys? They don’t qualify for anything good so I can’t sell
anything good.” I took another long drink from the bottle. “Can’t work of my time and I’m stuck!” I
cracked my hand on my so-called desk. “Stuck selling walking sticks to a bunch of burros for
eternity!”

I shakily went to the window to peer through the blinds at the busy street far below. “I need
better clients,” I said hoarsely. “I need a real saint. I need a lead on a rich, dead saint.” I sighed and
leaned against the window, waiting for Copal to come in and chew me out again.

DAY OF THE DEAD MENU: GAZPACHO
BOTULISM
PACKING FOAM

Needing and getting are two different things, particularly when everything seemed to be against
me. The system was supposed to work in such a way that that I’d earn off my time eventually. Client
assignments were completely random. Statistically, one agent was just as likely as another to make
premium sales. This was the system I had been working in and, up until now, it had been working
great. [ decided to go by the rules when I first began working for the DOD and I stuck to the rules even
when the DOD stopped holding up its end. Eventually, though, I started breaking the rules. And once I
started, I broke a lot of them very quickly.

I came into the office late one morning. I had been getting into that habit lately. This morning,
though, the place seemed deserted. Even Eva wasn’t at her desk; but I did see Copal’s door open a
crack so I figured she must have been in there. When I got to my office I saw that the flag was up on
my message tube. I was surprised, and a little hopeful, when I saw it wasn’t the standard work order.
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To: All agents
From: Office Manager Don Copal

All right you boneheads, thank your lucky stars and get to your frigging
cars! We have a MASS POISONING on our hands! Too many dead to
assign specific cases, so all clients are FIRST COME, FIRST SERVE!
So let’s see some hustle out there!

I don’t think Copal knew what a period was.

I sighed and put the memo in my pocket. ‘Well, jefe,” I thought, ‘if I do badly on this one at
least I’ll know who’s to blame.’ I got my cloak and the things for my shoes and headed out. My scythe
I always kept collapsed next to where my heart used to be. Eva was back at her desk when I left my
office.

“Buenos Dias,” 1 said.

“Manny,” she said, a little puzzled. She hadn’t seen me come in, of course. “Why aren’t you at
the poisoning?”

I decided to have a little fun. “What poisoning?”’

I imagined that Eva would have rolled her eyes if she had any. “Yeah! The code-three gazpacho
poisoning that everybody’s at but you! Why do I send out memos if no one reads them?”

I had a little chuckle in me for that. I perched myself on the edge of her desk for the rest of our
game. “Any messages for me?”

“Besides the one about the poisoning?” Eva asked slyly.

“Yeah!” I wondered if there really was one.

“I only have one other message for you, Manny: I’m not your secretary! I don 't take your
messages! So get it through your thick skull and stop forwarding your phone to me!!”

It was so funny I fell off the desk.

“In my heart, though,” I said as I lay on the floor, “you’re still my secretary.”

She looked down at me. “Manny, what are you talking about? I was never your secretary, even
when you were on top. I got one boss, same as you: Don Copal.” She mimed spitting the taste of his
name out of her mouth. Quite a trick, really, when you’ve got no tongue or lips.

“Come on,” I teased, getting up, “I know you work for another man besides Don.”

Eva seemed thrown. “Wha...what are you talking about?”

“I know you take memos for Hurley sometimes.”

She bounced a pencil off my skull. “Ah, Manny, just beat it, will ya?”

I sat back down on the desk, making a show of dusting off the edge first. “So,” I said, lighting a
cigarette, “you going to the Christmas party?”’

“After the spectacle you made of yourself last year?” Eva asked incredulously. “I wouldn’t
miss it for the world!”

“Spectacle?” I asked. Eva just laughed. I gave up. “So where is everybody?” I asked.

Eva gave me the patented ‘Are you nuts?’ look. “Did you forget what day it is today?”

I jumped up. “Oh, man! Did I come in on Saturday again?”

“It’s the Day of the Dead!” Eva exclaimed. “Everybody’s back in the Land of the Living,
visiting their families like we should be.”

I probably knew that. Maybe. I never really cared much about the Day of the Dead, though.
More of a living-person’s holiday, I thought. “So why aren’t you visiting your family today?”

Eva shrugged. “The boss is here so I gotta be here. How about you, Cal?”

“No one back there I want to see.”

Eva looked slyly at me. “And you don’t want Domino here alone, getting all the good leads.”
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“Domino’s here!?”

“He’s at the poisoning,” she cooed sweetly, “stealing your commission.”

“Well,” I said, quickly stubbing out my cigarette, “I gotta go hit the bricks.”

“OK,” came Eva’s parting shot as I ran to the elevator, “you show those bricks a lesson.”

When I got down to the garage and couldn’t find Endive. He usually had the car waiting for me.
Actually, he always had the car waiting for me. I looked every place I could think of, then went back to
the elevator to use the phone that hung beside it. I called up Eva. “I can’t find my driver.”

“Do you want me to page him?”’ I was too agitated about the poisoning, Hurley, and my
missing driver to notice the tone of her voice.

“Yes!” I said.

“Then get Don to stop being such a cheapskate and install a paging system.” Yeah, I walked
right into that one. I knew we didn’t have a paging system. “You’ll just have to troll the garage until
you find a demon with a driver’s license. Sorry.”

“OK, Eva,” I said and hung up. So I started prowling around some more, ending up in a far
corner I’d never been to before. I found a shack surrounded by spare tires, automotive parts and tool
cabinets. I could see movement through the single dirty window. I knocked on the door and got no
answer. I whacked the door with my open hand and shouted, “Hey! Service!”

“Who the...?” a rough voice barked as the door crashed open. The biggest, most orange demon
in blue overalls I’d ever seen squeezed his bulk through the door. The look on his face made me think
that a wild demon had somehow gotten into the city. But then his snarl was suddenly replaced by a
kind of sheepish, puppy-dog look. “Sorry, sir,” he said. “I didn’t...” he stopped and put his massive
hands on his hips. “Sales agents don’t usually come over to this part of the garage!” he exclaimed.

“I’m Calavera,” I said, craning my neck up at the monster. He had to be at least ten feet from
his toes to the tips of the little ears perched on the top of his head. “Manny Calavera.”

“My name’s Glottis,” he said. I could have jumped through his smile with a clear foot on any
side. “I don’t get many visitors.” He suddenly jerked even taller and I nearly bolted. “Hey! I got a
message for a Mr. Calavera!” Glottis scratched his head. “Uh...your driver said...that Mr. Hurley
said...that he could take the rest of the day oft.”

I was floored. “Domino sent my driver home?”” What the hell was going on?

“Yeah,” Glottis beamed, completely blind to my agitation, “wasn’t that nice?”

I shook my head. “Looks like I need a new driver.”

For a second I thought Glottis was going to bounce off the ceiling. “Oh!!” he blurted in a kind
of bass squeal. “I...uh...I,” he got some kind of control over himself and went on in an exaggerated
nonchalant tone. “Uh...I would agree with that. Yes,” he nodded solemnly, “you do.”

Well, it was pretty easy to guess what Glottis was so excited about. ““You want to be my
replacement driver?”

“Me!?” he said in that weird squeal. “No, no, no. Sorry. Can’t. Rules,” he said bitterly.

“Come on, Glottis,” [ urged. “I need you to be my driver.”

“No, I can’t,” he whined. “I’m...I’m...” he turned away from me and looked at his massive
hands. “I’m...too big.”

It was so ludicrous it was hysterical, but Glottis was obviously pained by what he was saying. |
didn’t have to try very hard to keep the laugh down. “You’re not too big,” I tried to sound sincere.
“You’re just right!”

“No,” he said miserably, “they told me again and again. I’'m too big to drive.” He sounded like
he was about to cry.

“Well,” I said helplessly, “isn’t there anything here big enough for you?”

“No,” Glottis sniffed, “only those dang compact cars.” But then he suddenly perked up. “Hey!
That gives me an idea!” His face scrunched up as if his brain hurt to work. “I could alter your car just a
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bit...with just a quick torch job to let out the seams, you know?”” But as quickly as his spirits rose, they
fell again. “Oh, but I’'m not allowed to modify the cars without a work order from upstairs!”

“A work order, huh?”

“Yeah,” Glottis said miserably. He pulled a scrap of paper from one of his pockets and showed
it to me. “I can’t torch anything bigger than a cigarette without one of these signed by your boss.”

I snatched the form from Glottis before he could stuff it back into his pocket. “Hey, that’s my
line, getting people to sign. Back in a snap.”

Glottis beamed that huge smile of his as I trotted to the elevator. “Yeah, too small!” I heard him
say. “I’m not too big...everything around here is just too small!” I laughed quietly then.

I raced back up to the office and headed for Copal’s door. Another pencil bounced off my skull.
“Big mister boss man doesn’t want to be disturbed today,” Eva said.

“Eva, I really need Copal to sign this work order!” I pleaded.

She shrugged, “I’ll give it a shot.” She turned to the intercom. “Mr. Copal? Mr. Calavera has
something out here he says he needs your signature on...?”

“Ah, Christ, Eva!” Copal shouted. His voice was just as clear through his office door as it was
from the speaker. “Just sign it yourself, will ya? I’'m busy!”

“You’ll have to excuse him, Manny,” Eva said tiredly as I handed her the work order. “It’s
probably a really hard crossword puzzle he’s got in there today.”

“Eva, I’'m impressed. I had no idea you had this kind of power!”

“Well, we all have our secrets. What’s it about, anyway?”

“Domino sent my driver home, and the only demon I can find is a mountain. I think the only
the way he’s going to fit in my car is to do a chop job.”

“How is he going to do that?” Eva asked skeptically.

I shrugged. “I guess he’s a mechanic. He’s dressed like one.”

“Sweetie,” Eva said earnestly, “if he’s a mechanic he won  have a company driver’s license.
You know the rules.”

“Screw the rules!” I growled and left Eva staring after me as I stomped back to the elevator.

I got the work order back to Glottis and he started working on my car. I wasn’t sure that Glottis
was up to the job even if he was obviously the guy who kept our cars running. He seemed kind of
dizzy. But I started to relax once he got going. Glottis may have had hands like sides of beef and a
brain the size of a pea, but he was nimble, quick, and efficient. I hung around, waiting for him to finish.
I didn’t have anywhere else to be and he was moving pretty fast. I made a tour of Glottis’ domain.

“Nice hut,” I remarked, looking into the little shack where I had found him.

“Yeah?” Glottis asked as he cut through my car’s roof with a blowtorch. “I wonder how nice it
would seem to you if you were trapped in it all day like me.”

“If you hate your job, why don’t you quit?”

“It’s not just a job, Manny. It’s what I was created to do.” He put the blowtorch down and
ripped the top off the car. “If I get any farther away from cars than this,” he went on, “I’ll get sick and
die. It’s like...I’m not happy unless I’m breathing in the thick, black, nauseating fumes.”

I blew a smoke ring while I thought about that. “Can’t imagine,” I finally said.

“Hey, Manny,” Glottis said as he started filing the edges of the hole he had made, “I don’t want
to butt into your affairs, you being a big-shot sales agent and all, but that is a gasoline pump you’re
leaning on.”

“;Ay Chihuahua!” 1 exclaimed as I quickly stamped out the cigarette.

Glottis finished up on the car and started to wedge himself into the hole while I got my gear on.
When I was done I turned to see Glottis looking at himself in the side mirror.

“Hey, I look good in this, don’t 1?7”
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I thought he looked idiotic, like a Shriner in a parade, but I said, “Yeah, well, they say black is
slimming.”

I got in the car as Glottis reached in through the driver’s-side window and started the engine.
The car lurched forward while I had one foot still on the ground. I fell back in the seat as the car jerked
toward the exit to the Limbo Highway. ‘Oh, great!’ I thought. ‘He’s never driven before!’

“I’m drivin’!” Glottis crowed, as if I needed the confirmation. “Yeah! I’'m drivin

“;Por favor!” I muttered as we made our halting way along the dark, misty road. “I could’ve
walked faster than this!”

Eventually we got to our destination in some city. I never bothered to know where these places
where. I shuddered a little when we entered the Land of the Living. It always gave me the creeps. As
we pulled up to the diner where I hoped to pick up a client, another DOD car pulled away. Two souls
sat in the back. One waved to me. “Domino!” I hissed through clenched teeth.

Glottis brought the car to a lurching stop. I waited a few seconds for any more sudden
movements before getting out. I slipped into the diner and felt a woman near the door shudder. “I know
you can’t hear me,” I whispered in her ear, “but try to feel what I’'m about to say deep down in your
soul: Don t eat the gazpacho!”

Fun’s fun, but I had work to do. I found one last soul left in the diner, lying on the floor
swathed completely in thick cords—the ‘mortal coil’. With a practiced flick of my wrist I let my scythe
unfold and lock open. I sliced through the cords and the soul sat up. “Nice bathrobe,” the man, a
midget, sneered.

“Name?” I sighed.

“You first,” the man snapped as he stood up.

“Manny Calavera.”

“OK, Calavera, I’'m Bruno. Bruno Martinez.”

“Well, Bruno, I’ve got a car outside, so if—"

“Where the hell are we going?” he demanded.

“Mr. Martinez,” I said gently, “you’re dead.”

“Yeah,” he snapped, “I kinda figured that what with the cramps, bloody vomit, plague of
locusts...”

I felt my shoulders sag. “So you didn t have the salmon mousse?”

“No, wise guy, the gazpacho.”

“Well, since you are dead, Bruno, it’s time to leave this world.”

“And if I don’t wanna?”

“Look at your hands, Bruno,” I said very softly.

He did, and jumped when he realized he could see through them. “What’s happenin’!?”” he
yelped.

“Your time in this world is over,” I said. “It’s time to move one...or face oblivion.”

Bruno started moving toward the door. “So why can’t I see through you?”” he demanded.

“I’ve already left this world for good, even if I do make return trips. I couldn’t do my job if I
was liable to fade away.”

I ushered Bruno into the back of the car as he asked, “So what is your job?”

“To take you from this world and start you on your journey through to the next,” I said as I got
in after him. I explained everything to him on the trip back which, thankfully, was much smoother. And
quicker. I finished my spiel just as we pulled back into the garage.

“...but we offer several package upgrades if you’d care to...” | was saying as we got out of the

"77

car.
“Cut the yap!” Bruno interrupted. “I just want something cheap where I can get some rest, and
that’s it!”
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“Ay ay ay,” I said under my breath as Bruno trotted to the elevator.

“You know, Manny,” Glottis was saying, “I could make this car a little faster, if you wanted...”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said absently as I followed Bruno, “whatever.”

Glottis started to say something else, but since he sounded happy and apparently wasn’t
speaking to me, I just tuned him out.

I had Bruno in my office just long enough to determine what package he deserved. Then I led
him down to the shipping room and got him into a coffin. “You’ll get plenty of rest this way, Mr.
Martinez, and you’ll be safely padded by the foam created when these two chemicals mix, like this.” I
took the two hoses dangling from the ceiling and sent a double-stream into the coffin.

“Uh, on second thought,” Bruno said, a little panicked, “I wanna upgrade my package.”

I released the hoses. “Sorry, Bruno, but you didn’t qualify for anything better.” Bad-tempered
or not, he did come out better than Celso Flores. The coffin wasn’t comfortable, but it was safe. “But
here,” I went on, “have this complementary mug!” I held up one that said ‘Today is the first day of the
end of your life’.

“No, wait!” he said, fighting to keep me from putting the mug into the coffin. “Can’t you find
me something where I can at least move my legs?”

“You know I’d like to, Bruno, but my boss is a real hard-ass.”

I had closed the door when Bruno and I entered the room, and it’s hinges squeaked loudly, and
yet I didn’t realize Copal had entered until he started shouting. “I gotta be hard-ass when I got lazy
sickle wavers like this jolly boy working for me! Manny,” he continued, “you couldn’t find a sale at a
yacht club!”

“I got a sale right here!” I said, as if that would have stopped Copal.

“I’m talking premium sales, Calavera! Like the kind Domino makes!”

And I knew now just what kind of a back-stabbing judas Hurley was. I was too angry at having
Domino thrown into my face to think before shouting, “How the kell am I supposed to make premium
sales with the scumbag clients you’re sending me!?”

I don’t think I knew what I said until [ heard Bruno’s indignant “Hey!!”

Copal overrode whatever Bruno might have said next. “Now you’re blaming it on the clients?
I’ve had it with you, Manny! If you haven’t bagged a premium before the next sales report comes in,
you’re out! Out on the streets! No job, no way to work off your time! Just your fancy suit and your big
smile,” he sneered, “and a whole lot of time to kill!” He slammed the door behind him.

I turned slowly to see Bruno sitting up in the coffin. “Who’re you callin’ a scumbag?” he asked
dangerously. “Why, I oughta—"

I sent the chemical streams straight into his mouth. He fell gurgling back into the coffin as I
filled it with foam, pausing just long enough to throw the mug in. Then I slammed the lid shut and
bolted it down.

MR FRUSTRATION MAN

I paced back and forth in the elevator during the ride back to the office, trying to calm down.
“I’m sick of waiting around for a good lead,” I muttered, “like it’s gonna fly in here tied to a brick. It’s
time to fake one!” A larcenous idea started forming in my mind.

“How’d it go,” Eva asked when I got out of the elevator.

“;Hijole! 1 got a tiny little man with a mean temper and no commission.”

“Well,” Eva said with a glance toward Copal’s door, “at least you don’t work for one.”

I did the best approximation of a snort I could manage.
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Eva glanced a second time at Copal’s door before saying, ““You’re not going to like this, but
Don just gave Domino a raise.”

“;Por favor!” 1 exclaimed, thinking the timing smelled of something more than coincidence.
“Tell me some good news, why don’t you?”

“I still love you,” Eva said sweetly and, I dared to think, sincerely.

“You’re all I really need, Belleza. Is Domino in his office?”

“Yeah.” She sounded wary. “What are you planning to do?”

“Nothing physical,” I said, moving off to stalk my prey.

“Same old story,” Eva sighed.

I looked into my old office to see Domino down to his undershirt working with his punching
bag. “Well,” I said, “at least you’re not hitting the bottle anymore.”

“Hey, Cally!” Domino said without breaking rhythm. “How ya doin’?”

“What’s the big idea, sending my driver home?”

Domino’s attention remained on the bag. “What can I say? It’s a holiday. You weren’t here. I
thought you were taking the day off like most everyone else. Honest mistake.” Yeah, right.

No need to tell him I forgot it was a holiday. Instead I said, “And have to make up the time this
weekend? No thanks.”

“Yeah,” Domino said, still punching away, “that policy sucks, doesn’t it?”

I shrugged even though Domino’s back was toward me. “So how’d you make out at the
poisoning?”

Domino gave the bag a roundhouse punch and turned to face me. “Well,” he said, “let’s just say
that Sister Calabaza has a secret passion...for trains.”

“You got a nun?” I said incredulously. That should have been my client, dammit.

“Hail Mary!”

“And you sold her a ticket on the Number Nine train.”

“Choo-choo, little buddy!” Domino turned back to his boxing. “Say, how’d you score?”

“I got a nun, too.”

Domino laughed. “Bruno’s a pretty strange name for a nun, wouldn’t you say?”

I don’t know how he knew. “Well,” I said feebly, “you know how cruel sisters can be about
nicknames.”

I sighed to myself. I just couldn’t get under his skin, not that he had any. I looked around the
office. I hadn’t been in there since Hurley took it over. The wall next to the door was covered with
photos of Domino shaking hands with dead celebs, and a tiny bar had been installed under his paper-
mill diplomas. ‘Some salesman,’ I thought. ‘He doesn’t even hide his booze.” Out loud I said, “That’s
some premium-looking scotch!”

“Have some, Manny,” Domino said. As I poured a shot he continued, “...just so you don’t
forget what ‘premium’ tastes like.”

I didn’t say anything to that. I just continued my survey. Domino had had his message tube
painted red. Strange. The file cabinets were gone and there wasn’t a scrap of paper on his desk. There
was, however, a little trophy or something made of a weird-looking rock.

“Why do you get all the good clients?” I asked.

“You’re asking the wrong guy,” Domino said. “You should be taking a good, long look at the
man in the mirror.”

“No thanks. I don’t enjoy that the same way you do.” Domino just went ‘hmpf.’ I gave the
message tube a second look. There was a little padlock on it. Very strange. “I think we should team
up,” I said, “be partners.”

“Oh, Manny, I would but I’m too intimidated. I could never be partners with someone who was
so much more of a man than me.”
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“Oh, come on,” I needled, “I’ve seen your wife.” I’'m pretty sure Domino’s rhythm faltered a
little just then. Before he could say anything I went on. “Hey, I see you finally got that new computer.”

“Yeah. All that red tape was a real bitch.”

“What’s your screen-saver password?”

Domino’s voice suddenly turned hard. “Get away from my computer, Manny!” Then, in a
lighter tone. “My mother’s brownie recipe is on that.”

“And you don’t want me finding out what the ‘secret ingredient’ is, is that it?”

Domino laughed. “Hey, that’s pretty good, Cally,” he said. He then stopped boxing and pulled
off his gloves. “But I’ve got a lot of paperwork to catch up on. It looks like this’ll be a slow day, so...”

I’d seen everything I could, anyway. “Well, you sound pretty out of breath, so I’'m going to
blow,” I said.

“Always a pleasure, Cal,” Domino said as I left. He closed the door behind me.

I went back to my office, sat down, and put my feet up on the desk. I stared thoughtfully at the
ceiling. Obviously, the idea I came up with in the elevator wasn’t going to work. I needed something...
sneakier.

If I couldn’t lift a case from Domino’s office, then I’d have to intercept one before it got to him.
That could be tricky. When a person died in the Land of the Living the case was opened by the Bureau
of Records downtown. A work order was issued to the Bureau of Acquisitions where it was routed to
an office manager, who then routed it to an agent. Unfortunately, I had no contacts in Records. There
was nothing I could do as far as Copal was concerned, not without getting Eva involved, and I wasn’t
prepared to do that. That just left the time when work orders were in transit between Copal and Hurley.

I shook my head. I couldn’t get over Domino’s office. No paper, no files. A lock on the message
tube! And why was it red? I lit a cigarette and blew rings at the ceiling. He was up to something. But
what? I knocked ash off the cigarette. He had no files, nothing connected to his job, except maybe on
that computer. I noticed it had a scanner. He clearly didn’t want to leave a paper trail and I figured it
was pretty safe to assume it wasn’t just because of a cleanliness fetish. What was he up to?

I sighed. I was just going in circles, and getting suspicious about Domino wouldn’t get me a
good case. | stubbed out my cigarette and stood to leave. Suddenly my attention was grabbed by my
own message tube. There was nothing special about it. A little idea snuck into my mind. I went down
to the room where the tube switcher was. ‘Well, well,” I thought. Another red tube. Interesting, if
baftling. Domino may be the highest flier in the company right now, but why did his message tube
need to be distinctive? The only possible answer was to ensure that nothing meant for Domino could
accidentally be dropped into the wrong tube. Could Domino be subverting the system? It would
explain my endless slump if he was.

Well, two could play that game, but it turned out not to be that simple. Brennis, the demon in
charge of the tube switcher, wasn’t any help. He was kind of bitter about his existence. Created to run
the elevators, the company put him out of that job by installing motion detectors. Brennis would thwart
you when you had legitimate reasons for something just to spite the company, never mind my reasons
for wanting his help. But I found that resentment could work in my favor.

There had been no tube system when I first went to work for the DOD. Work orders had been
routed through the mail room. The demons who worked there weren’t happy about the tubes any more
than Brennis was about the elevators. The tube switcher wasn’t totally reliable, of course; machines
break down even in the Land of the Dead, and when the switcher goes down, the mail room demons
carry work orders until it’s fixed. So I made a deal with the little purple guys: I’d sabotage the switcher
big time and they would let me have a look at the work orders meant for Domino.

Meanwhile, Glottis was busy working on my car. [ remembered that I’d absently told him to
make it faster. I didn’t want to use Endive for this scheme since he was such a stickler for rules, so I



22

told Glottis he needed to make my car as fast as he could and be ready to drive me to the Land of the
Living himself. He was the most ecstatic demon in the Land of the Dead.

While Glottis worked, I stashed beer bottles in my office. The demons in the mail room liked
beer and they started liking it even more after the tube system went in. They also liked stuffing their
empties down the tubes. They were responsible for more than a few ‘unscheduled systems
improvement opportunities’. Well, I wasn’t content to use empties. I was after the biggest mess I could
make. So when Glottis told me the car was finished, I sent two dozen open bottles of stout down my
tube. About fifteen minutes later a happy little demon brought me some work orders. Some were
actually for me, others for Domino. None of them seemed promising, especially mine. Half an hour
after that another demon came. I scanned the work orders he had for Domino. One jumped out at me.

“Mercedes Colomar,” I read off, “Client number 9308—blah blah blah...time of death, yadda
yadda yadda...Ah-ha! ‘Positive Attributes: Volunteered time reading stories to dying children’! That’s
good!” I said, giving the work order back to the demon, “That’s really good!” I picked up the phone to
call Glottis, “I think you’re it, Mercedes Colomar!” I said as I dialed. “I think you’re the one for me!”

After I finished telling Glottis to meet me with the car, I grabbed my gear and rushed out of my
office but was forced to wait for the garage elevator. Domino had got the work orders while I was on
the phone with Glottis. I should have told the mail room demon to wait. I put my gear on in the
elevator after it finally got back to my floor. When the doors opened at the garage level I ran out to my
car and stopped dead in my tracks. There in front of me was the biggest, baddest hot rod I’d ever seen.
I used to have dreams about cars like this one all through adolescence. I gawked for ten critical
seconds.

“Glottis!” I exclaimed finally. “Are you loco? That was a company car!”

“Oh, yeah!” Glottis crowed. “And it’s even better company now! Hop in!”

Glottis had so radically rebuilt the car that ‘hopping in’ meant climbing onto a kind of throne
affair perched in the back of the car behind a half-bubble windscreen. “Are you sure about this, mano?
I don’t want to be blown off!”

“Don’t worry, Manny,” Glottis said, “I tested it out in a wind tunnel! You won’t even feel a
breeze.”

“All right,” I said doubtfully. As I climbed up the rear of the car I saw the words Bone Wagon
painted on the side. I got into my seat and strapped myself in tightly. “Have you seen Domino?”

“Yeah. Mr. Hurley drove off a few minutes ago.”

“Damn!” I said. “I wish I got to the elevator first! OK, carnal, we’re going where Domino is
going, only we’ve got to get there first! And we’ve got to get there and get away before he arrives. Got
it?”

“Got it!” Glottis said. The car’s new engine roared to life and Glottis must’ve laid an inch of
rubber on the cement as we tore out onto the Limbo Highway.

This trip was completely different from the first with Glottis—fast, smooth, cool. And he was
right about the windshield. I peered through the gloom ahead. It wasn’t long before I saw twin red
lights. Glottis raced closer and for a few seconds I thought he might ram Domino’s car. But he did a
quick swerve at the last second and we were past. I twisted around to see Domino’s car go into the
ditch beside the road and roll onto its side. I hoped the driver would be all right, but that spill bought
me all the time I needed. I hoped.

Soon enough we got to where we were going. Glottis never seemed to slow down as we tore
through the streets. I was afraid we’d roll over, too, on some corners; but the Bone Wagon rode low and
did everything Glottis asked of it. In just a few minutes we were gliding up to a hospital. I hopped
down and said to Glottis, “Keep ’er running. I’ll be quick as I can.”
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I ran into the hospital and made myself slow down. I didn’t want to get into a rush and lose my
way. [ had no way of knowing how close Domino might be. I found my client soon enough and sliced
apart the cords that bound her to the Land of the Living. “Buenos Dias,” 1 said.

Mercedes Colomar looked at me calmly for a second or two before saying, “You’re not the
nurse.”

“No,” I said.

“You’re not here to give me my medication?”’

“No. But I am here to ease your pain.”

She glanced away from me. “I guess they couldn’t save me, huh?”

“No, but there’s still a chance you could save me.” Mercedes looked up quizzically at me, and I
held out my hand to help her up. “It’s time to go,” I said.

“I guess it is,” She said, walking out into the corridor. That was a good sign. Saints are always
ready and fearless.

When we got out to the car she took a step backwards. She looked over at me and said wryly,
“Not exactly the fiery chariot I was expecting.” Before I could say anything to that she started to climb
up to the passenger seat. “I think I’'m gonna like this,” I heard her say.

I went over to Glottis. “Head back to the Limbo Highway by a different route,” I told him. “We
don’t want to meet up with Domino.” He nodded.

I climbed up to my seat and said to Mercedes, “We won’t be able to talk on the ride back,” not
over the roar of the engine and the rush of wind, “but we’ll have plenty to discuss back at my office.”

“OK,” she said. “Can I at least know your name now?”

“I’m Manny Calavera. And he’s Glottis.”

“Hi, Glottis!” Mercedes waved down to him.

He turned back with his big grin and said, “You ready back there, Miss Colomar?”

“And waiting to see what this machine can do!” Mercedes called back. Glottis’ smile got bigger
and we tore away from the hospital at top speed. There was no sign of Domino on the trip back to El
Marrow.

COAXING MECHE

When we pulled into the garage Mercedes jumped down and moved to make an inspection of
the Bone Wagon but I gently ushered her to the elevator. I directed her to my office and then said
quietly to Eva, “Domino back yet?”

“Uh, no.”

“OK,” I said. “Keep him away from my office if he does get back.”

“Sure, Cal,” she said, giving me a questioning look.

I quickly went to my office. I was sure I didn’t have much time and I had to explain the
situation to Mercedes first. “OK,” I said when I had got her seated by my desk, “I ought to start by
telling you that things aren’t exactly on the level here. What [ mean is,” I said when I saw that my
opening was making her a little agitated, “I’m not really supposed to be handling your case. But it’s
very important that [ handle it anyway.”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean, Mr. Calavera,” she said.

“Well, you see,” I said uncomfortably, “I’'m doing this job because I messed up my life. I’ve got
a moral debt to work off. Putting it simply, my job is to help souls get across the Land of the Dead—
where we are right now—to the Land of Eternal Rest. How I do that is by selling souls the best travel
packages they deserve. The better a person lived their life, the easier their passage will be.”

“For example?” she asked.
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“Well,” I said, “it’s kind of complicated. But at one extreme is the worse sort of person who is
left on their own, who has to cross the Land of the Dead on foot, facing all the dangers on their own.
At the other is the saint, who gets a ticket on the Number Nine train. That person just skips right over
the dangers.”

“I see,” she said. “So why did you steal my case?” That was good, I thought. A genuine saint
was never really conscious of what they were.

“I can’t leave the Land of the Dead until I work off that moral debt I mentioned, and I can only
do that by earning commissions on premium sales to good souls. But I haven’t sold a single premium
package for nearly a year. Maybe it’s just a granddaddy of a slump, but I found out that Domino Hurley
—the guy who was assigned to your case—stole a case from me. Maybe more than one. I can’t let him
get away with it. Too much is at stake.”

“How will stealing my case help you? Isn’t that wrong in the Land of the Dead?”

“Of course it’s wrong. I’ll be disciplined for this but once I authorize the transfer of a ticket to
you, it’s on my record for good. I know, I know,” I said to the disapproval I was sensing from her,
“what Hurley did doesn’t justifying what I’'m doing. But one Double-N ticket can wipe months off my
time.”

“I guess you’re getting kind of desperate, huh?” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “I was doing premium sales all the time before Hurley turned up. Then he
appears, and blip! Look, if you’re uncomfortable with this, you can walk out that door and wait for
Hurley. But you can help me, if you want. If you let me handle your case I can make up a lot of what
this past year has cost me.”

Mercedes thought about it for a while, then said, “You’re putting a lot of responsibility on me,
Mr. Calavera. What makes you think I’ve been all that good?”

“Miss Colomar—" I began.

“Meche,” she said. “Please.”

“Meche. I can see it in your face.” Which was true. There is just something about a saint. |
turned to my computer. “And in your file,” I said as I pulled it up, “where it says you’re entitled a first-
class ticket to...” My voice trailed off as I leaned closer to the screen. ““...nowhere?” I finished limply.

“Did I do something wrong?”” Meche asked anxiously.

“Not according to your bio. It was spotless.” Then, half to myself, “At least the part I read
was.”

“I’'m not sure I like the implication, Mr. Calavera,” she said, a little coldly this time.

I couldn’t believe this was happening. I break every rule in the book to steal the case of a saint
who turns out to be anything but. “The only implication here is that I'm fired,” I sighed.

“Is it something I did?” I completely missed the tone in her voice.

Maybe I picked up the wrong person. “Are you sure you're Mercedes Colomar?” I asked
hopefully.

“Yes!” she declared. “Or is your organization that inefficient?”

I sighed. The company never made a mistake on a work order. And I knew that I went to the
right place. I must have missed something.

“Is there anything about your past you haven’t told me about?” I asked.

“Quite a bit, considering I’ve told you nothing.”

What was I overlooking? “Did you kill much when you were alive?”

“Very little,” she said dryly.

“Never killed anybody?”

She hung her head and twisted her hands in her lap. “I have to confess...” she said quietly, then
looked up and said firmly, “I never killed anybody!”

“Did you ever cheat on your taxes?”’
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She sighed. “I’ve never paid taxes in my life,” she admitted. But before I could say anything to
that she continued with, “I’ve never made enough money to be taxed. You know, it’s mostly been all
volunteer work.”

“Uh-huh,” I groused and Meche looked away. “Were you mean to animals?”’ I then asked.

“Oh, no!” she protested. “I love animals! Once, when I was volunteering at an animal shelter, |

“Just stop right there!” I said. “I give up.”

She leaned forward, grabbed hold of my sleeve and said, “Don’t say that, Manny!”

I pulled away and stood up. “You know what I have to do? I just have to go and straighten this
whole mess out.”

I only half-noticed that Meche pulled her legs under her chair and folded her hands in her lap.
“Sorry to be so much trouble, Mr. Calavera,” she said softly.

“It’s no trouble,” I said as I left the office, “but please, call me Manny.”

I closed the door and walked quickly over to Eva. “I need help,” I said.

“With that woman you brought in?”

“Yeah. From the work order she’s supposed to be a saint, but you wouldn’t know it from her
file.”

“That’s pretty strange, Cal.”

“Tell me about it. Look, maybe Records fouled up somewhere. I can’t—" I heard a sound and
turned to see Copal’s door flying open. The first time I ever saw him coming.

“Hey, Funny Bones,” he shouted, “in my office! Now!!”

I went with a glance back toward Eva. She was picking up her phone.

Hurley was standing in front of Copal’s desk. A smirk radiated out from his face.

“Domino’s just told me a story,” Copal said. “Let me see if I’ve got it straight. You,” he thrust a
finger at me, “vandalized company property in order to obtain confidential information so you could
take your illegally-modified company car and your unlicensed driver and run Domino here off the
road! And all in order to steal a client from her legitimate agent! Did I leave anything out?”” he asked
Domino who shook his head.

“There’s nothing legitimate about this place,” I protested. If I was going to be canned, I might
as well go down fighting. “You give all the good cases to Domino.”

“Oh, Manny!” Domino exclaimed. “Now I’m embarrassed for you.”

“You’ve embarrassed the whole office,” Copal snapped. “I’'m going to call the woman in here
so you can apologize to her yourself.” He punched the intercom button. “Eva! Send in Miss Colomar!”

“She already left, sir,” Eva replied. “She said she had a long walk ahead of her and she wanted
to get started.”

“Walking!” Copal nearly shrieked, jerking his finger off the intercom button as if it were red
hot, sounding more panicked that angry. “She had a ticket on the Number Nine!” he shouted at me.
“Why does she think she has to walk?!”

“That’s the best package I could find for her,” I admitted weakly. Domino started to laugh.

Copal rubbed his temples. “That woman was a saint and a shoe-in for a Double-N ticket that
she’s not going to get because you just couldn’t find it! And now,” he said, boring in on me, “because
of your little stunt, she’s out there, on her own, walking by herself through the Petrified Forest, facing
the demons of the underworld alone and unprotected!” Copal’s face was about an inch from my own as
he went out shouting. “This is her reward after a lifetime of hardship and public service!?” For a
second I thought he was going to slug me. Instead he turned to Domino and said, “It makes you sick,
doesn’t it? Her destiny stolen by this overreaching, has-been salesman looking for a fat commission he
doesn’t deserve!” Copal sighed heavily and rubbed his face. “You’ve got a phone call to make,” he
said to Domino who nodded and left.
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Copal grabbed an arm and pushed me toward his office door after Domino. “Someone’s gonna
to take the fall for this, Calavera, and it ain’t gonna be me!” He propelled me past Eva’s desk and into
the elevator. We went down a lot of floors while Copal just glared at me. He was still furious, but he
seemed oddly twitchy. I wondered what he meant by me taking a fall and not him. He took me to a
storage closet and shoved me inside. “Get in there and stay put.” He slammed the door shut and locked
it. Then I heard him say, “Hey, you! Make sure he doesn’t get out of there!”

COME THE REVOLUTION

I picked myself up and listened at the door. After Copal’s stomping faded I could hear someone
moving around. “Hey,” I called out, “is anyone out there?”

A soft, low voice answered me, “How’s my little Count of Monte Cristo?”

Oh, great. “Who’s out there?” I demanded.

“I’m you,” the voice said. This was getting too weird. The voice went on. “Or, rather, I was
you...years ago.”

So that was it—I was being toyed with. “Yeah?”” I sneered. “Well, I’'m me now so get lost!”

The voice didn’t respond immediately. When it did, it sounded thoughtful. “I see you still have
some anger issues, my friend. I’ll come back when your head is clearer.”

I felt a little panic. I didn’t want to be left alone. “Wait,” I said quickly. “What do you think
they’re going to do to me?”

“I don’t want to alarm you, Agent Calavera,” which was exactly the wrong thing to say, “but
have you ever seen a man sprouted?”

“What do you mean, ‘sprouted’?”

“Then you don’t know?” the voice asked, sounding surprised. “There’s nothing more horrible
than the bite of the sprouter. It’s deadly stinger spreads a green disease through every calcified pore of
you body, leaving you veined with roots and flocked with grass,” I started to shiver, “steadily growing
thicker and thicker until you crash and bloom out in a horrifying bouquet of pain and fragrant
suffering, screaming until your mouth fills with petals and your nostrils shoot out thorny stems, and the
bulbs sprout in your eyes,” sonofabitch, “leaving you nothing but a patch of wildflowers on the ground,
swarming with butterflies.”

This guy must’ve been great around a campfire. “Are you done?”

“Yes,” the voice said.

“Then get me out of here!”

“The only way out, Manuel, is to be taken back in. If you are truly still loyal to this company

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, “lay down, roll over and bark the company fight song. Well, get cracked,
flunky. The DOD runs a crooked game and I intend to prove it.” If I weren’t stuck in this closet, that is.

“You would do that?” The voice sounded surprised. “That could cause this agency a lot of
trouble.”

“I’m gonna blow the lid off this place!” I growled.

“Young man,” the voice said sharply, “you are an enemy of the Department of Death!” The
door opened suddenly. A very tall man dressed in green fatigues stood outside. “Welcome to the club!”
he said with an air of satisfaction. He gestured to me to come out as he looked around. “Hurry,
Manuel,” he said. “We must move quickly.”

I walked out of the closet a little unsteadily. Things were changing too fast. Who was this guy?
But I asked instead, “Where are you taking me?”’
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“To the headquarters of the LSA,” he said quietly but with an air of authority, then pulled me
down the corridor and through a door into the service stairwell.

“LSA?” I asked as we trotted down the steps.

“The Lost Souls’ Alliance,” he answered as he led me out through the garage and across the
loading dock. We ducked into the alley between the Acquisitions building and the next one. “We’re a
small group, Manuel, and we’re always on the lookout for new soldiers.”

We came to a stop and my rescuer addressed a particular brick on one wall. “Salvador Limones
and guest,” he said.

There was an underground rattle and a lift platform rose up behind us.

“To do what, exactly,” I asked as we stepped onto the lift which then lowered us into the
delivery area beneath the alley. The hatch closed over us with a clang.

“We need help in our intelligence unit.” We reached the bottom and Salvador led me down a
short tunnel and into a small, poorly lit room. “You know Eva, of course,” he said, gesturing to her. I
shook my head, wondering if I was seeing things.

“Manny,” she said in greeting.

“So, you’re not really a secretary?” I asked, feeling completely lost.

“I’m a spy, Manny,” she answered.

“Well, that’s the last time we use that temp agency,” I said.

Salvador had moved to stand beside Eva. “I was once a reaper like yourself, Manuel,” he said,
“but I discovered a web of corruption in our beloved Department of Death. I have reason to believe that
the Bureau of Acquisitions is cheating the very souls it was chartered to serve.” That got my attention.
“I think someone is robbing these poor, naive souls of their rightful destinies, leaving them no option
but to march on a treacherous trail of tears, unprotected and alone. Like babies, Manuel,” his voice
came close to cracking, “like babies.”

He was good. He didn’t rant, he just spoke calmly and with no more emotion than needed. He
was either totally sincere or the best con man in the Land of the Dead. I was almost persuaded he had
something. What he said would explain a lot...but it was also exactly what I wanted to hear—that my
long slump wasn’t my fault. It was one thing to suspect Hurley, and maybe Copal, too; but Salvador
was bringing the whole company into it. It was more than a little fantastic. I was determined to be
skeptical.

“What’s your evidence?” I asked.

Salvador surprised me by saying, “That’s where you come in, Manuel. Or should I call you
Agent Calavera?”

“Manny suits me fine,” I said. If Salvador had only guesswork, I didn’t think I was interested.
“I’m not looking to join any militant organization, Sal. I just want to work off my time and get out of
this dump.” I thought I saw Eva shake her head slightly.

“Well,” Salvador sounded amused, “you won’t even be able to get out of this city without my
help. Which means, of course, you won’t be able to find that woman and you’ll never get your job
back.” I nearly jumped out of my suit. How did he know I was thinking of tracking down Mercedes
and using her to expose Hurley’s racket? I wasn’t even sure that’s what I intended until Salvador said
what he did. “I think we might be of some use to each other,” he finished.

I wasn’t the smartest guy who ever died, but I was thinking as fast as I could. Salvador...well,
there was something about him. I just didn’t know what. He was calm yet passionate, not dogmatic but
still very sure of himself. He wasn’t the sort you usually run into in the Land of the Dead. There was
just something about him I couldn’t place. And then there was Eva...stubborn, skeptical, and definitely
hard-boiled. What was she doing with this guy?

I folded my arms and tried to project a ‘you have to convince me’ look. “Do you know
something / don’t know?” I asked.
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“Haven’t you ever wondered,” Salvador asked, “why your clients never seem to qualify for the
packages you know they deserve?”

I shrugged. “Yes. My last client in particular, Meche—"

“Well,” he said, “many did qualify, Manuel. Especially #er. But, somehow, somebody with
access to the files has stolen their just rewards, their sweet hereafters.”

“Their tickets on the Number Nine?” I asked, incredulous.

“Precisamente, amigo,” Salvador answered.

“What would they do with the tickets?”” As far as I knew, a Double-N ticket was as individual
as the person it was issued to.

“A ticket on the Number Nine is like a leaf of gold, Manuel, especially to one who has died
with a less-than-perfect record. Someone here is profiting from those who would buy their way into
heaven.”

I shook my head. What Salvador was saying made no sense. “But money’s not important here.
We all just want out!”

Salvador seemed amused. “You want to get out, Manuel, and so do /...someday. But for some
people, this world is all there is.” I thought of Domino. He seemed to be enjoying himself in the Land
of the Dead, confusing his existence here with life. Salvador continued. “They have decided to seek
pleasure and happiness here in the Eighth Underworld; and for that, you need money.”

Maybe Sal has a case after all, I thought. I glanced at Eva, wondering when she started to come
to Salvador’s point of view.

I looked back at Salvador and asked, “So who’s in on this deal?”

“Don Copal has the access,” he pointed out. “He can open any account and transfer the ticket
voucher to another. We believe he would then pass the case on to Domino Hurley, who would cover
their tracks.”

“So that menso was getting all the good clients!” I exclaimed despite my resolution to be
skeptical.

“You got some, too, Manuel,” Salvador said. “You just didn’t know it. Domino only got a case
if the character of the client was obviously so deserving.”

“Like Meche!” I said. The discrepancy between the work order and her file was starting to
make sense. “Do you know who’s behind it all?”

Salvador shrugged. “Copal and Hurley couldn’t have done it all on their own without help from
downtown.” He sighed and said, “But who is ultimately in charge, how many are involved, and how far
up in the company the corruption spreads...that is something I don’t know. Not yet.”

I sighed, too. Salvador was making a good case. It made sense even if he didn’t have all the
answers. In a way, that made it much more convincing. A con man would probably have an answer for
everything.

“What do you want from me?” I asked.

“I am going to build an underground army of souls to fight the injustice I have seen in El
Marrow,” Salvador answered. Then he became thoughtful and distant. “Communication will become
vital as the Lost Souls’ Alliance spreads out. We’ll need messengers we can trust.”

“You want me to me your messenger?!” I exclaimed.

Salvador started and looked a little confused. “No, Manuel! Our numbers are small and our
agents are too valuable to risk in that sort of work. History shows only one messenger to be of use to a
cause like ours: carrier pigeons!”

I was getting confused, too. Eva seemed amused. “Should I grab some pigeons off the roof?” I
asked.

“No!” Salvador snapped. “I need to raise them from birth, Agent Calavera. I need their eggs.”
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I almost laughed. “You spirited me away from Copal because you need pigeon eggs? Have you
thought about using messages tied to balloons? I can get you plenty of balloons.”

“Manuel,” Salvador seemed bewildered, “what are you talking about?”

Eva started laughing. “Salvador sometimes gets a little distracted,” she said to me. She then
said to Salvador, “You were going to tell Manny what we need from him.”

“Yes, of course. Forgive me, Manuel. One thing suggests another, and I am always planning for
the future. But tonight we need you for a very special assignment.” Salvador led me to one corner of
the room where a DOD computer sat.

“We salvaged this unit when the company threw it away,” he said, “but we have yet to get it
working.”

“This looks like the computer that used to be in my old office,” I said, “but I don’t know
anything about fixing computers, Sal.”

“Fortunately I know enough, Manuel, and what I don’t know, Eva does. After this unit was
removed from Hurley’s office the company removed certain parts, presumably for spares. I have
managed to find replacements for all the missing components except for two: the power supply and the
network card. Without those the machine is worthless.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Copal isn’t in any hurry to replace me,” I said. He still hadn’t
replaced Apollo. “We could probably take what you need from my computer without it being noticed
any time soon.”

“My thinking exactly, Manuel,” Salvador said. “You and Eva will steal what we need tonight in
addition to doing final reconnaissance. With your recruitment Eva’s job in that office is finished. When
you return, your most important task will begin.”

“Which is?”

“First, we need access to the DOD network. Only an active agent can give us the access we
require.”

“They’re going to cancel my account sooner or later, Sal,” I pointed out. “I can’t help you out
there forever.”

“Don’t worry, Cal,” Eva said. “We’ve got that part figured out. You just need to get us in the
door.”

“OK.,” I said. “So what do we do until the office shuts down?”

Salvador answered. “I will tell you in detail the facts and theories I have collected and
developed so far, and we will then discuss the future. I must get the projector. Excuse me.”

“Just so long as I don’t have to look at your last vacation,” I called out after him. Then I said to
Eva. “Won’t Copal wonder where you are?”

“Don and Domino are locked up in Don’s office with some bigwig from downtown, some fatty
in a fez. What they think when they come out doesn’t interest me.”

“Hmm,” Salvador said mostly to himself as he set up his projector. “Who is the fat man, I
wonder, and how does he fit into this sinister puzzle?”

Salvador walked me through everything he had learned and had come to suspect over the years.
It was quite a story but a lot of the pieces didn’t fit, and Salvador admitted it. He hoped that the
missing pieces could somehow be dug up from the DOD network. However well these people were
covering their tracks, he thought, there had to be traces of their activities, something that would
identify them. Beyond that, Salvador hoped to build a network of people who could ferret out and
destroy the corruption. He believed the DOD was unable or unwilling to do the job itself. So, as
Salvador saw it, the situation demanded a revolution.

Eventually it was time to get moving. It was well past midnight and El Marrow was quiet. Big
as it was, the city just didn’t have much of a night life. Eva got us into the building with her pass key
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and we got to our floor using the service elevator. We saw no one but were cautious, not even speaking
until we got into my office. It looked like a war zone.

“Look at this!” I said, kicking aside papers that had been dumped out of my file cabinets.

“They wanted to know what you knew,” Eva said. “I’m sure they didn’t find much.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I’ve been in the dark about a lot of things.” Eva started work on the computer.
“So how long have you been a spy?” I asked.

“Salvador recruited me about a year ago. I couldn’t resist him. He’s just so...noble.”

“Noble, huh? Well, that explains why I never got anywhere.”

“Don’t kick yourself around, Manny. You know I’m very fond of you.”

I shrugged, then thought of something. “A year ago? Then I guess all that stuff about asking
questions about Copal...”

“Sal knew we needed an active agent for the cause. I thought you were the best candidate...but
cripes on toast, darling, were you ever dense!”

“Yeah, well, I screwed up my life and decided to be a good little boy in death.”

“Not a bad resolution, Cal. Only they stopped playing by the rules. They used you to make the
scam work, but you wouldn’t see it.”

“Yeah,” I growled, “I was a Grade A chump. I just couldn’t put the pieces together. Am I that
stupid?”

“You bet, sweetie. But, seriously, how were you to know? You’ve had slumps before. I tried to
make you see this wasn’t one of them but I couldn’t just tell you without blowing my cover. If it makes
you feel any better, Cal, when Salvador wanted to find a new boy, I stuck with you. And you paid off.
They started getting greedy and you got angry. You struck back and they got worried, worried enough
to want to take you for a ride.”

“And now they’ll pay.”

“Sure they will, but first we’ve got to get the goods on them.” Eva removed the network card,
put it in a little anti-static bag, and then tucked it into a pocket.

“Why did you take up with Salvador, anyway? And don’t say it’s because he’s noble. Getting
mixed up with him is pretty dangerous. Why not just work off your time?”

“There’s more at stake here than my own fate, darling. If Sal’s right, a lot of good people are
being cheated out of the destinies they’ve earned. You believe in the system, Cal. Do you think that’s
right?”

“Like hell I do!” I said. “I’m pretty burned up about this whole thing. OK, so I admit that up ’til
now it’s been because / 've been jerked around, but the thought of Double-N tickets being stolen from
people who deserve them makes me sick.”

“Me, too, sweetie; and that’s why I’m with Sal. The system has to work for everybody or it
doesn’t work at all. But,” she went on, “it’s kind of your doing that I'm involved in this.”

“Really?” I asked. “How’s that?”

“Remember that first day, Cal? When you told me that the Land of the Dead could make you
nuts? Well, I don’t usually listen to people when they shoot off their faces like that, but I did then.
There was something about Zow you said it that made me see you knew what you were talking about.
You’d gone through something awful, I thought, something I didn’t want to get anywhere near. I
couldn’t sleep that night, so I went for a walk and took a really good look at El Marrow. I saw
buildings and cars and people, just like back home. But the people were dead, and I was dead, and
things just didn’t fit that way.” She had gotten the power supply out and gave it to me to carry, then she
started to close up the computer. “It’s funny, you know, but just when I was thinking how the
appearance of normality in the Land of the Dead could trip some people up, I saw someone trying to
steal a car. It was so ludicrous. So when I met Salvador, his suspicions and my attitude kind of
dovetailed.” Eva paused and then said, “Come on, we’re done here. Let’s check out Domino’s office.”
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“OK, but we won’t find much,” I said. Eva got us in with her key. “You won’t find any paper in
here,” I added.

“I know,” Eva said. “I want to take a look at his computer.”

“Do you know his screen-saver password?” I asked, making for the mini-bar and pouring some
of Domino’s scotch.

“I have a few ideas,” Eva said.

“Try ‘Arrogant Fraud’,” I suggested. Eva just gave me a dirty look and starting trying
passwords. I shrugged and looked around the office, sipping my drink. I scratched my skull. There was
something odd about the room but I couldn’t make out just what. I watched Eva run through her
guesses at the computer and slowly realized what was bothering me. It was the rock-thing trophy or
whatever on Domino’s desk. It was glowing. Pretty brightly, too. I picked it up to get a closer look at it.
“Try ‘Hector’,” I said.

“What?” Eva asked.

“Look at this,” I held out the rock-thing. “The inscription says ‘Congratulations, Domino, on
your new job! —Hector’.”

“Now you’re using your noodle, sweetheart,” she said and then shook her head. “It’s not
‘Hector’, though.” She sighed. “Any more ideas?”

““Eva’?”

“Already tried it.”

“Maybe we’d have better luck in Copal’s office.”

“OK,” she said.

We moved to the door but Eva suddenly stiffened and grabbed my arm. “Listen!” she
whispered. I could hear movement in the corridor. It seemed to be coming nearer. “C’mon!” she hissed
and pulled me toward the windows. She quickly opened one and climbed out onto the ledge. “Quick!”
she hissed again. I sighed and joined her. ‘Maybe I’ll make that jump after all,” I thought. Eva closed
the window and we hugged the wall as we edged our way toward the alley side of the building.

As we passed Copal’s office the lights went on. Fortunately the drapes were drawn and when
there was no sign that they were going to open, we continued on. When we got past and turned into the
alley, I wondered out loud, “Copal putting in a late night?”

“Don’t ask me, Cal,” Eva answered. “I only worked there. Come on...the fire escape’s just a
little further.”

“Yeah,” I said, but stopped to look closer at something. I chuckled softly and pocketed my find,
then caught up with Eva. We went down a couple of floors and re-entered the building, then took the
service elevator back down to ground level. We quickly returned to LSA headquarters.

“Sal, we’re back,” Eva called out softly. “We’ve got the power supply and the network card.”

“We’ll done, my friends!” he said.

I handed Eva the power supply and then reached into my pocket and held what I had found out
to Sal. “Check these babies out,” I said.

Eva started to laugh while Salvador just stared. Finally he took the two pigeon eggs and said,
“Excellent, Manuel! With these I can breed an entire army of winged messengers! Our revolution can
spread now across the land, carried on the shimmering wings of justice thanks to you, Agent
Calavera!” Salvador pulled himself back to the present and said to Eva, “But first, the computer.”

“Right, Sal,” she said and went to work.

Salvador turned on his projector and placed the eggs near its lamp fan. He then turned to watch
Eva, standing still but clenching and relaxing his hands as he waited.

Eva finished quickly enough and turned on the computer. Soon she said, “OK, Cal. We’re
ready. Just log on like you normally do.”
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When I did, Eva then said, “OK, Sal, time for you to do your part.” Sal took over at the
computer and Eva commented darkly, “If this doesn’t work, somebody will have a lot to answer for.”

Most of what happened next was done in silence and I didn’t understand any of it. When Sal
was finished with whatever he was doing, he moved away from the computer and asked me to log out.
I did so and Eva said, “Well, Sal, let’s give it a try.” Eva worked the machine. She logged into the DOD
network but the device under the monitor that scans the user’s teeth didn’t flash. After a minute or two
or more work she announced, “Looks like we’ve got the run of the joint. Unless they know what
they’re looking for, or we do something stupid and tip our hand, we’ll always have a way in.”

“Well done!” Salvador said. Then he turned to me. “You are a true friend of the revolution; and
now, let me be of service to you.”

“Unmarked, non-sequential bills will do just fine, Sal,” I said.

He projected a tiny smile. “You must go to the town of Rubacava immediately, Manuel, if you
wish to find your lost soul.”

“How do you know where she is?” I asked.

“I don’t,” Salvador admitted, “but everyone who wants to get to the Ninth Underworld must
cross the Sea of Lament, and therefore must go to Rubacava to get passage on a ship. As long as you
get there before she does, you’ll find her. But it may be quite a wait.”

“I’ll wait as long as it takes,” I said firmly.

Salvador gave me an appraising look. “Manuel, are you...in love with her?”

“Love?” I asked incredulously. “Love is for the living, Sal. I’'m only after her for one reason—
she’s my ticket out of here!”

“Well,” Eva said, “we’d better get you kitted out.” She moved a couple of steps but turned back
to say, “Sal, someone went into Copal’s office while we were leaving. I don’t know what that means,
but I think we should look into it. Don Copal is not a night owl.”

“I agree,” Salvador said, “we must find out who was in Copal’s office at this hour and why.
But, please, get Agent Calavera what he needs right away.”

“OK, Sal,” Eva said and left the room.

“You are starting on a perilous journey, my friend,” Salvador said while we waited for Eva to
get back, “but more is at stake than your own well being. I believe that Mercedes Colomar will be the
key to unraveling this mystery and that our enemy knows this. She must be found at all costs before
they can find her...and eliminate her. But remember, my friend: you are an agent of the LSA and will
remain so in Rubacava and wherever else you may go. You must remain in contact whenever feasible.”

“Right,” I said, “but before the pigeons are ready...?”

“Ordinary letters will suffice. Fortunately, the mail service is staffed by demons and I have no
reason to think they have been corrupted as well. However, please be discreet in your
communications.”

Eva returned with fatigues and some survival gear—compass, knife, heavy walking stick,
backpack, and other things. “Here,” she said, “change into these.” When I hesitated she said. “Do you
think you’ve got any bones I haven’t seen before?” I shrugged and started changing. “Hey, Sal...” she
said. Salvador nodded and went to check on the eggs.

“So, sweetheart, I guess this is goodbye,” she said quietly.

“I’ll be in touch,” I said. “You know I have to.”

“Yeah, I know, Cal. But it won’t be the same. I’ll miss our lunch dates and everything.”

“Sure, Eva. Me, too.” I finished changing and shrugged on the pack. I picked up the stick and
said, “Well, I guess I’'m ready.”

“Excellent, Manuel,” Salvador said, turning back to me. “I will lead you through a secret tunnel
outside of the city.”
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I nodded and followed Salvador, but turned back at the door. “Any messages for me?” I asked
Eva.
“Yeah,” she said a little hoarsely. “Take care of yourself.”

'THE PETRIFIED FOREST
(NO BETTE OR BOGIE..JUST MANNY)

As Salvador and I walked along the tunnel, I said, “So tell me, Sal, what do you really think of
your chances of raising an army for revolution?”

“Poor, at present,” he admitted, “but I foresee a time when the task may become easier. The
activities of this unholy conspiracy that you have witnessed are far more overt than those which first
awakened my suspicions. I believe that their past success in keeping their doings secret has
emboldened them. If their activities become more open, as I believe they will, they will disgust many
souls. When that happens, the LSA will be ready to make use of their outrage and turn it against our
enemies.”

“That could take a while,” I said.

“It has already taken a great while, my friend,” Salvador said, “but now we are able to truly
take our first step, thanks to you.”

I laughed a little. “Don’t build me up too much, Sal. I only helped steal some computer gear
and two pigeon eggs.”

“Don’t be deceived by scale of your actions, Manuel, but envision the consequences. As a
reaper you must have learned how small actions may have greater consequences. Yes, you committed
petty thievery, but by that act you opened a door to knowledge. Knowledge is power; power sufficient,
I hope, to destroy the corruption at work in the Department of Death. With such an end in view, why
then should I not build you up?”

“OK, Sal,” I said, “You’re a bigger thinker than [ am.”

Salvador shrugged. “Perhaps,” he said, “but not much of a doer. Eva’s focus will make action
possible.”

“Yin and yang, huh?”

“Precisamente,” he said. “Only in this case it is the female which is the active principle.”

“Are you in love with her?” I asked.

Salvador said nothing except, “We are here.” The tunnel came to an end with a ladder running
up the wall into the gloom. “At the top you will find yourself at the edge of the Petrified Forest. If you
strike out northwest you will find a road to Rubacava. You must send word when you arrive.”

“OK, Sal,” I said. “You’ll hear from me as soon as I get there. And as soon as I find Meche.”

“Good luck, Manuel,” he said, shaking my hand, “and viva la Revolucion!” With that he turned
and quickly disappeared back down the tunnel.

I climbed the ladder and out a hollow tree trunk. I dropped to the ground, turned and saw El
Marrow glowing on the horizon. “Some tunnel,” I said to myself. I checked my compass and headed
northwest.

After a few yards I heard something. I stopped to listen. It was very faint, whatever it was. I
went on again. The sound got louder. Some kind of unearthly wailing. I stopped again, then pulled out
the large knife I found in my pack, and resumed walking. I came to an enormous, fallen trunk. I edged
around it and saw a tire. I shook my head and moved a little farther forward to where I could clearly
make out the rear of the Bone Wagon. 1 went a little further and saw a familiar orange mountain lying
on the ground near the car.
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“Glottis, my friend!” I called out over the sound of his weeping. “Why are you crying?”

Glottis sat up a little. “Manny?” he said in surprise. Then he started wailing again. “Oh,
Manny...they fired me!”

“Me, too, buddy,” I said, even though that hardly did it justice.

“You don’t understand, Manny!” he wailed. “I was created just to do that job! It was the only
thing that made me happy! It’s like they reached into my chest,” suddenly Glottis thrust his hand into
his own chest, “and pulled out my heart,” I went “Gahh!” as Glottis ripped his heart out of his chest,
“and threw it into the woods to...” Glottis threw his heart over his shoulder and slowly toppled over.

“Glottis!” I yelled. “What have you done!” Naturally he didn’t answer. “Oh, Glottis,” I said
with a sad sigh. Then I jumped when he suddenly snored.

I took a closer look at him. He was still breathing, but there was a big hole in his chest and I
could see severed arteries and veins writhing around. “They’re not supposed to do that...are they?” I
asked myself. But then, Glottis was a demon. I didn’t know what was normal with him. He snored
again. “How long he can live without a heart?” I decided not to find out.

I trotted in the direction Glottis threw his heart and then quickly stopped. “Oh, ick!” I
exclaimed at the sight of several demon spiders fighting over the still-beating heart. “Shoo!/” I shouted.
I grabbed something off the ground to throw at them but froze when I saw it was a human bone. ‘Could
this be Lana’s?’ I thought. I shook my head and threw the bone at the eight-legged demons.

One of the spiders launched itself at me. I beat it off with my walking stick. Some of the others
turned toward me. “Yaaaah!” 1 screamed and rushed them, wildly swinging the stick. I grabbed the
heart and ran away. They didn’t follow.

“Man!” I exclaimed. I looked at the throbbing heart in my hand, then at the hole in Glottis’
chest. I shrugged helplessly and dropped the heart in the hole. The arteries reattached themselves, the
wound closed, and Glottis jerked upright.

“...eeeEEEAH...heart!” he gasped. “Heart is good! Be good to heart!” he babbled. “Don’t tear
out heart! Heart is good! Strong, beating, good heart!”” He surged to his feet, breathing heavily. “Hey, is
that my car?” he asked.

“Sure is, buddy,” I said, a little shaken. “Wanna go for a ride?”

“I thought you’d never ask!” he exclaimed. “But where are we going, Manny?”

“To Rubacava,” I answered. “We’ve got to find Meche.”

“Miss Colomar?” Glottis asked, ears quivering. “What happened?”

“Everything’s gone wrong, carnal. 1 don’t have time to explain right now. Just head northwest
and we’ll find the road to Rubacava.”

“But Manny,” Glottis protested, “this is a low-riding street rod, not a four-by-four! We should
go back a ways, swing ‘round the edge of the forest, and get on the main highway.”

“She’s got most of a day on us,” I said. I kicked the ground. “The ground seems pretty level and
there’s lots of space between the trunks. Let’s give it a shot and see how we do.”

“OK, Manny,” Glottis sighed. “Hop in.”

I climbed up to my seat and Glottis got behind the wheel. He started out cautiously but
gradually gained confidence. But the ‘road’ got rougher as we went on, if still passable. Close to dawn
we came to the oddest thing I had ever seen.

It was some kind of industrial park, but the trees around it had weird pieces of machinery
attached to them. Everything was still, probably because it was Saturday. I yelled at Glottis to stop the
car.

“What kind of unholy Christmas tree farm is this, Glottis?” I asked over the Bone Wagon’s
powerfully throbbing idle.
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“Oh, city boy!” Glottis snorted. ““You work all day in a sixty-story skyscraper, but didn’t you
ever wonder what it was made of? The marrow of these trees, Manny! They suck it out! It’s like
cement!”

“Is that why the town’s called El Marrow?” I asked.

“Huh?” Glottis said. “Never thought of that.” His face scrunched up while he thought of it then.
“Maybe so!” he finally exclaimed with a vigorous nod of his head.

I looked over at the buildings and asked Glottis, “How’s our fuel situation?”

Glottis checked the gauge. “Not so good, Manny. Hey! I see some trucks over there. We could
siphon off some gas!”

“You’re right,” I said, “but wouldn’t it be easier just to use those pumps?”’

“Oh, yeah,” he said, finally seeing what I was pointing at. “Good point.”

Glottis drove over to the pumps and started filling up the main tank and the auxiliary. I climbed
down and looked over at some of the trees.

“Those pumps along the trunks draw the marrow into that piping,” Glottis explained. “And that
spinning thing keeps the trunk balanced so it the pumps won’t bring it down.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, fascinated. Really.

“Oh!” Glottis suddenly exclaimed. “But if we shook a tree down, those pumps would dislodge
and I could make high-lift shocks out of them for the Bone Wagon!”

“Maybe we could find some spare pumps or whatever in one of these buildings,” I said.

“Oh, yeah,” Glottis said. “Why be a vandal when you can just be a thief.” Was he being
sarcastic? Whichever it was, we went off to look for what Glottis needed for his ‘high-lift shocks’ once
he had finished filling up the Bone Wagon’s tanks. The ground was getting rougher and I figured we’d
lose more time turning around, especially after having come this far, than it would take Glottis to
modify the car. We found the gear he wanted in some kind of machinists’ shop and Glottis had four
shocks ready by mid-morning.

“Manny,” he said when he had finished, “until now we scraped along the ground like rats. But
from now on, we soar! Like eagles! Yeah, like eagles...on pogo sticks!!! I’ll go get the car,” he said as
he lumbered off.

I shook my head, wondering what went on in that massive skull of his.

It was early afternoon before Glottis had the shocks fitted to the car, tested out, and ready to go.
“What a relief,” I said as Glottis demonstrated how the shocks lifted the body of the car three feet up
and back down again. “I was getting concerned that our transportation wasn’t ostentatious enough.”

“Get in,” he said with a crooked grin, “or are you afraid of heights?”

“Watch how scared I am,” I said defiantly as I climbed up to my seat in that wailing, demonic
taco wagon. “Let’s see how far we can get before nightfall, carnal.”

“I think we can make that road you were talking about, anyway,” Glottis said as he got into his
seat. He looked up uncertainly back at me. “Which way’s northwest again?”

I checked my compass and pointed. The engine roared to life and we headed out.

We made better time with our new clearance, but the ground continued to get rougher. It also
tended to slope downwards. The Bone Wagon came to a stop and Glottis turned to face me. “Hey,
Manny,” he said, “there’s a river that runs through the forest. I think we’re gonna hit that before we
find the road.”

“Well, if we do,” I said, “we can follow it up to the road.”

“The ground’s only going to get rougher, Manny—we’re getting close to the bottoms.”

“Let’s just go a little farther,” I said, “and see what we find.”

“OK, Manny,” Glottis sighed.
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It was getting toward evening when Glottis suddenly slammed on the brakes.

“What is it now?” I demanded.

“I’m scared of that sign!” Glottis said, pointing.

“Oh, for...” I said as I climbed down and walked over to the sign. It was pretty creepy looking,
I had to admit: rusty, with unnecessary jagged pieces sticking out. It read:

They’ll tear you apart bone from bone
And build from you a human throne
Their buck-toothed king will sit upon
What once was you but now is gone

“iHijole!” 1 exclaimed. “What does that mean?”

“Demon beavers, Manny!” Glottis said with a tremor in his voice. “They’ll make you into a
dam!”

“Relax, Geppetto,” I said as I climbed back into the car, “I’m not made of wood.”

“But, Manny,” Glottis protested, “they don’t use wood!”

“That’s their problem,” I said. “Let’s go.”

“Manny!” Glottis exclaimed.

“C’mon!” I ordered.

Glottis sighed and we rolled forward again. After a few minutes we came to a narrow track. We
followed it and crested a small rise, beyond which and below was an immense black river. The light
was getting a little dim but I thought I saw something good.

“Is that a bridge?” I asked, pointing.

“Uh...not exactly, Manny,” Glottis said.

“Well, let’s get a little closer,” I said and Glottis carefully drove down the slope. We got closer
and I got a better look at my ‘bridge’. I felt a little sick. “Those monsters have built a dam out of
human bones!” I exclaimed.

“I tried to tell you, Manny,” Glottis said in a scolding tone, telling me without saying so that a
demon knows demons.

“It’s pretty wide, though,” I went on. “Think we could drive across?”

“Those things are mean!” Glottis protested. “They bite, they claw...and if one of them wrapped
around my drive shaft, I"d be picking flaming hunks of fur outta my U-joint for months!”

“OK.,” I said, “but the alternative is to turn around. Just raise us up on those new shocks and go
as fast as you can.”

Glottis squirmed. “Manny, I don’t know if I like the idea of driving over people.”

“They won’t feel it,” I said, “they’re dead!”

“You 're dead,” he pointed out. “I wouldn’t want to drive over you!”

“That’s because you and I are friends.”

“Aw, Manny!” Glottis said, a little embarrassed. “You really want to do this?” he asked.

“If that dam can hold up across a big river of tar like that, it can support the Bone Wagon,” 1
said. “And, mean or not, no demon would want to take on a bad-ass car like this!”

“Yeah!” Glottis said, now properly motivated. “Let’s go!”” He gunned the engine and drove to
the edge of the dam. It was huge. I shuddered. Several burning shapes scurried around the dam. Close
up, the many skulls embedded in the dam seemed to glare accusingly up at us.

“Run for your lives, you buck-toothed glow-balls!” Glottis screamed as he raised the Bone
Wagon up to its full height. The car surged forward. Several beavers jumped out of the way. One,
braver or dumber than the rest, lunged at the car. Glottis swerved into the beast and it disappeared
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under the car. There was a lurch as a rear wheel ran over it. The beaver burst in a bright shower of
sparks. “Plenty more where that came from!” I shouted back toward the smoking remains.

No other beavers challenged us after that. We got across in two or three minutes and the Bone
Wagon climbed the rising ground on the other side. About an hour later we found the road to
Rubacava. Glottis lowered us down and floored the accelerator.

RUBACAVA OR BUST

I woke up to someone nudging me, surprised to discover that I had fallen asleep. I looked over
the side of the Bone Wagon and saw Glottis standing beside me. It was still dark but there were some
lights nearby. “What is it, mano?” 1 asked.

“It’s two in the morning, Manny,” Glottis said. “I’m tired and I’'m hungry.”

“Where are we?” I asked as I stretched out of pointless habit.

“Some road stop,” he answered. “A café, motel, gas station, some houses.” He shrugged.

I fished in the backpack for my wallet. I found some money in the pack from Sal and Eva, but
that added to what I already had on me didn’t amount to much. Virtually all I had was in my bank
account in El Marrow. “The café open?” I asked.

“Yeah. It’s a twenty-four hour joint. Souls come through all the time.”

I climbed down from my seat. “Well, I hope it’s a cheap joint ’cause I don’t have much on me.”

“I’ve got a little, too, Manny,” Glottis said as we walked over to the café, “but it’s a long way to
Rubacava.”

“Once we get there I’ll have to get my bank account transferred. It could be a long wait for
Meche. I doubt Sal and Eva are gonna bankroll us, so we might need to get jobs.”

“Who’re Sal and Eva?” Glottis asked, cocking his head at the unfamiliar names as I pulled the
door open and we went in.

The café was mostly empty, only two or three other souls besides the waitress and the short-
order cook behind the grill. We took a booth as far away from the others as possible. The waitress—a
girl with very asymmetrical features—came over and Glottis asked for hashed potatoes and eggs, and a
pitcher of orange juice, while I just ordered coffee. When the waitress had gone I answered Glottis.

“Eva was the secretary in my office,” I said as I lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. I sighed
and readjusted a couple of neck vertebrae. “Sal...well...” I leaned closer to Glottis and spoke lower.
“Sal’s the leader of something called the Lost Souls’ Alliance. Something’s rotten in the DOD and the
LSA is fighting it. Eva’s part of it and so am I, now.”

Glottis’ face scrunched up with the effort of thinking. “This has something to do with Miss
Colomar?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Meche was supposed to get a Double-N ticket, only somebody messed with
her file and stole the ticket. We’ve got to find her to expose the racket. Then I can get my job back and
work off my time.”

“We’ve got to help Miss Colomar, too, Manny,” Glottis said. “She’s in trouble!”

“I know, buddy, I know. But she’s just one part of this whole mess. If Sal’s right, then hundreds
of Double-Ns have been stolen from good souls over the years.”

“Jeez,” Glottis breathed, “that’s real bad. Hey!” he exclaimed. “Is that why we were fired? For
getting in the way of the scam? We could be in big trouble, Manny!”

“Relax, Glottis,” I said. “We’re getting farther away from El Marrow all the time. No one
knows where we are or what we’re doing except the LSA.”

“Can we trust them?”

“Well,” I said, “I trust Eva and Eva trusts Salvador. That’s good enough for me.”
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“OK, Manny,” Glottis said. “I’ll trust you.”

The waitress brought Glottis’ food and my coffee. After I got some in me and Glottis was still
stuffing his face I got up and walked over to the waitress as she fiddled with ketchup bottles and salt
shakers behind the counter. “Slow night, huh?”

She shrugged. “About usual.”

“What’s a nice girl like you doing in a dump like this?”

She gave me an annoyed look and said, “Trying to earn some money to get me across the Land
of the Dead. The DOD wouldn’t do nothin’ for me.”

The hash-slinger came around and said to the waitress, “This guy buggin’ you, Lola?”

“Nah, Eddie,” she said. “He’s OK.”

Eddie glowered at me as he went back to his grill.

“I’'m looking for a woman who’s kind of in your fix,” I said to Lola, “named Mercedes
Colomar.”

Lola shook her head. “Never met anyone by that name,” she said.

“She goes by Meche,” I said. “Might’ve come though in the last day or so.” If she caught any
breaks, that is.

Lola shook her head again. I sighed. “Well, thanks anyway,” I said and made to return to
Glottis.

“Wait,” Lola said. “What’s your name, mister?”

“Calavera,” I answered. “Manny Calavera.”

“OK, Manny,” she said. “If I see this Meche woman I’1l tell her you’re looking for her. Maybe I
can even send word to you.”

“I’11 be stopping in Rubacava if I don’t find her first.”

“Then stop first at the Rub-a-Mat when you get there,” Lola said. “That’s a diner, the first joint
you’ll come across when you get into Rubacava. I sort of know the owner. If I see your Meche I’1l send
word there.”

“That’d be great, Lola. Thanks,” I said.

“Sure thing, Manny,” Lola said.

“Are you nuts, Lola? That guy’s troubles ain’t yours,” I heard the cook say as I went back to my
booth.

“Oh, shut up, Eddie,” Lola grumbled.

“Any luck?” Glottis asked when I sat back down across from him.

“No,” I said. “Maybe she’s ahead of us.”

“She’s gotta be behind us. I was doing 80 once we got on that road.”

“It took us a while to get through the forest,” I reminded him.

“Manny, we averaged about 15 in the forest. Just how fast do you think Miss Colomar can
walk, anyway?”

“Just think positively,” I said.

“OK, Manny,” he sighed. Then he yawned.

“C’mon buddy,” I said. “Let’s check out that motel.”

“Sure,” he said, getting up.

We spent the rest of the night in the Bone Wagon. All the motels we came across between El
Marrow and Rubacava were just mercenary, it seemed, and Glottis needed food more than he needed a
soft bed; although his back wasn’t convinced of that.

I asked about Meche wherever we stopped. Glottis thought it was crazy, but I knew that
sometimes walkers get lucky and hitch a ride with car owners or sympathetic demon bus drivers. More
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importantly (since Meche’s post-mortem luck wasn’t looking bankable so far) I made contacts and
maybe one of them might let me know later on if they ever came across Meche.

I got an unpleasant surprise at one of the last stops before Rubacava. It was just a gas station
and lunch counter. The guy running it said he hadn’t seen any Mercedes Colomar, but then he said,
“You know, you’re not the first to ask me about this twist.”

I quickly put my cup of coffee down before I could drop it. “You’re kidding me, right?” I asked
hopefully.

“Nope,” the guy said. “It was just the other day. I remember because I’ve never heard of anyone
being named ‘Mercedes’ before. Thought that was just cars.”

“Depends on where you’re from,” I said. “So who was asking about her?”

The guy shrugged. “Never got his name,” he said. “He was a big guy, built like a football player
or something.” An icy feeling seeped into my marrow. “Supposed he was the boyfriend or something.
People hunt for wives and girlfriends all the time after they come over. Never understood that, myself.
A while back this little rat of a man was hunting for his wife. I told him to forget the old bird and be
glad he got away without having to pay alimony. Didn’t listen, the jackass.”

Doesn’t this guy ever shut up? I said, “Yeah, well, what happened to the guy that was looking
for Meche?”

“Oh, he went back down the road. Guess he was giving up. Good for him if he was.”

I shivered a little. I would have been cooked if I had met up with Domino. I wondered how he
missed us, though. The Bone Wagon wasn’t exactly the standard DOD-issue bathtub.

I paid the guy for the coffee, the gas, and the hotdog I took to Glottis. He was poking around
the Bone Wagon’s engine. I handed him the hotdog and said, “Bad news, carnal.”

“No Miss Colomar,” he said. “Surprise.”

“Worse,” I said. “Domino was here.”

“Mr. Hurley?” Glottis asked, his eyes going wide. “D’ya think he was looking for Miss
Colomar, too?”

“I know he was. She’s a loose thread.”

“Yeah,” Glottis said, “and you’re a loose cannon. What do you suppose will happen if you two
meet up in Rubacava?”

I shook my head. “Domino turned back.”

“He’s got the right idea,” Glottis said. “Miss Colomar can t be ahead of us.”

“I think we’re on the right track,” I countered, “if Domino hasn’t found Meche on the way here.
It’s a sign he’s getting desperate that he’s doubling back.”

“But, Manny—" Glottis began.

“Don’t say it,” I said. “I know how fast we’re going. But we stop every night so you can sleep.
A soul in its own car won’t necessarily stop. Remember that guy we met up with twice? And buses just
make brief stops. At least five have passed us.”

“Yeah,” Glottis said. “Miss Colomar could’ve hitched a ride, I suppose.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Anyway, we don’t even know what route she’s taking. There are a lot of
ways to get to to Rubacava so we might be up against a long search, especially if she does end up
walking the whole distance. We need a base to operate from, carnal, and that’s Rubacava. Sal and Eva
aren’t sitting on their thumbs in El Marrow, so let Domino run around in between like a headless
chicken.”

“OK, Manny. I guess that makes sense,” he said. “Mostly,” he added under his breath.
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THE TOWN THAT NEVER DIES

We only had one more stop that night before reaching Rubacava at the crack of dawn the next
day. We roared into the parking lot beside a building with a two-story tower at one end shaped like a
cactus: the Rub-a-Mat according to what I’d been told along the way.

“Hello!” Glottis hollered as he raced the Bone Wagon’s engine. “Miss Colomar!” I climbed
down from my seat and walked up to Glottis. “We’re here to save you!”

“Hey, lay off the racket, will you?” I shouted over the engine. “The whole town’s asleep!”

“But [ wanna drag race!” He protested, finally letting the engine idle. “When they get a load of
my car, we’re gonna be the talk of the town!”

“You’re right,” I said. “We’re going to have to find a good place to hide this road show.” Glottis
sighed and switched the engine off. Sometimes he just lost perspective when he was behind the wheel.
“Speaking of hiding,” I went on, “I wonder if Meche’s here already?” I started walking up to the Rub-
a-Mat. “I’m going to see what I can stir up,” I called back to Glottis. Then to myself, “Not a bad piece
of real estate, actually. It’s got potential.”

The entrance to the Rub-a-Mat was under the cactus part of the building. Inside I finally
understood the ‘mat’ part. “An automat!” I said quietly to myself. “Man, I haven’t been in one of these
places since I was a kid!”

It seemed empty except for a guy mopping at the other end of the building. The dining area was
brightly lit and colorful in a sterilized kind of way. Currently-empty food slots lined the walls, each
labeled with a numbered plastic card. I scanned them as I walked past. There was everything from
simple sandwiches and salads to full dinners, just like the old-time automats I remembered. The guy
with the mop turned partly toward me as I approached. He looked familiar. I walked closer to get a
better look. ‘Small world,’ I thought.

“Mr. Flores,” I said in a low voice. Celso jumped. “I’m ready to take you now.”

“Manny Calavera?” Celso sounded as surprised as he looked. “Is that you?”” He looked me up
and down. “Didn’t you use to be taller?”

There was no point in explaining, so I just went on with what had become my opening line.
“I’m looking for a woman named Mercedes Colomar.”

“Well,” Celso said, returning to his mopping, “no one’s come through town by that name, and
you can take it from me for I, too, am looking for someone; so I watch the comings and goings around
here very carefully.”

“Who are you looking for?”” I asked.

“Well,” Celso said, stopping to lean on his mop, “if you must know, it’s about my wife. She
passed away not long before I, and I’ve heard that she, too, is crossing the Land of the Dead on foot. It
1s said that all lost souls come to Rubacava, so I came here to wait for her.”

“Don’t you think she might have gone ahead of you?”

“Oh, Manny! If she had arrived here first, surely she would have waited for me.”

I thought that was unlikely but I kept that to myself. “I don’t suppose anyone named Lola has
called with a message for me?”

Celso shook his head and said, “Not that I know of, but maybe you should ask the boss when he
gets in. The only phone we’ve got is in his office upstairs.”

“OK. Know a good place to stay in town?”’ I asked.

“What’s your price range?”

“Somewhere around the high end of nothing.”

“Then maybe it’s time you started thinking about getting a job.”

“Can you get me a job here?”

“Have any skills?”” Celso asked.
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I shrugged. “Sales.”

“Well, we do need someone to close; but you’ll have to talk to the boss about that, too. He’ll be
in after noon.”

“Why so late?” I asked.

“Because we don’t have anyone to close,” Celso said shortly. “I’m sorry, Manuel, but I’ve got
to get this place ready to open.”

“OK.,” I said, “but I'll be back to talk to your boss. And maybe I can help you find your wife.”

“She’ll be the one asking for her beloved Celso,” he said.

“Right,” I said on my way out.

When I got back outside I saw someone by the Bone Wagon talking to Glottis. The guy wore a
seaman’s jacket and looked kind of official. And, for some reason, he was wearing an eye-patch.

“Well, actually,” I heard Glottis saying, “it’s mostly stock with a few mods here and there.”

“So would those be glass packs I’'m hearing,” the stranger asked in a raspy voice, “or turbos?”

“Hola,” 1 said.

“Hey, Manny!” Glottis exclaimed. “Dockmaster Velasco here says he’s got a place we can dry
dock the Bone Wagon for a while.”

“Oh, yeah,” Velasco said. “We can’t leave a beauty like this out in the fog or her chrome will
get pitted.”

“Pitted?” Glottis asked with a quaver in his voice. “Did you hear that, Manny?”

“You folks gonna stay in Rubacava for a spell?”” Velasco asked.

“We might be here a while, yeah,” I answered. “We’re looking for a woman named Mercedes
Colomar.”

“Hmm...” Velasco considered a moment. “Well, I’'m not too good with names,” he eventually
said. “Did she have any distinguishing marks? A tattoo?”

“Not that she showed me. Is there any work in this town?”’ I asked, switching tracks. I wasn’t
sure | wanted to work with Celso.

“Well, there’s plenty of work down by the docks, but it’s all union work and I just don’t see you
in that union.” Velasco laughed at whatever he thought was funny about me in the union.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Maybe,” he said. “I wouldn’t know, son. It’s a big town and I don’t memorize the want ads.
You’ll just have to hunt around like everyone else.”

“Sorry,” I said. “We’re getting kind of low on cash and—"

Velasco waved that away. “Oh, don’t apologize. I know how folks are when they come into
town. Hell, I was the same way m’self.”

“Actually, I think I have a prospect already.”

“Then take it,” Velasco said. “Don’t be too proud to accept what’s offered.”

“Manny,” Glottis suddenly said, “could I have an eye-patch?”

Velasco laughed.

“Can I just ask,” I said, “what is under the eye-patch? *Cause I know it’s not an eye.”

“Oh, well,” Velasco said, still chuckling, “when I was alive I had an eye-patch like this.
This’n’s just for the phantom pain. That one eye socket used to scream like a banshee when the trade
winds blew, so I plugged ’er. Don’t affect my sight none.” Velasco looked over at the Rub-a-Mat.
“Looks like that idiot Celso’s finally openin’ up,” he said, starting to walk to the door.

“Hey,” Glottis said, getting out of the car, “I’m hungry, too.”

“Am I supposed to guard the Bone Wagon? I protested.

“Oh, just put ’er where I told you, Glottis,” Velasco said. “You shouldn’t have any trouble
finding it.”

“OK, Mr. Velasco,” Glottis said as he got back into the car and tore off.
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“There’s a big shed at the end of the docks,” Velasco explained. “The doors are too heavy for
me to open. Haven’t been able to get in since Aitor went to work for that damn cat track. You comin’ in
for breakfast?”

“We’re pretty strapped,” I said, “and Glottis needs to eat more than I do. I’'m just gonna look
around town.”

“Suit yourself,” Velasco said, “ and watch your step. Rubacava ain’t the quaint little port town
she used to be.” He gave a kind of lazy wave and disappeared inside the Rub-a-Mat.

Rubacava was situated along a cliff over the Sea of Lament. The Rub-a-Mat and a few other
buildings were alongside the road at the top with the airport further inland. The rest of the town was
along the base and on the cluster of rocky islands offshore. Except for the docks there wasn’t much
activity at this early hour. Unlike El Marrow, Rubacava was supposed to have quite a night life. Most
of the town wouldn’t really get moving until the morning was pretty old.

I went looking for a post office and found it fairly quickly, but it was still closed. There was a
telegraph office nearby. That was open so I went in there to send my first ‘report’ to Salvador.

SALVADOR

ARRIVED SAFELY IN RUBACAVA STOP NO SIGN OF MUTUAL
FRIEND STOP HAVE LEARNED DH WAS ON TRAIL BUT WENT
BACK STOP HOPE CHILDREN ARE WELL

MANUEL

I figured that was discreet enough.

I asked for a phone book to see what banks there were in town. It turned out that the bank I
used in E1 Marrow had a branch in Rubacava. That would make getting my money much simpler. I
went down to the branch to see when it would open, then checked out the rest of the town until after
noon. I looked in on Glottis, who was tinkering with the Bone Wagon in Velasco’s shed. Then I went to
the bank to arrange the transfer of my account. After that it was time to see about that job.

The Rub-a-Mat was much busier than when I was last there. | came in at the tail end of the
lunch rush. Celso was pretty busy but he sent me to the office which was up in the cactus tower. There
was definitely no message from Lola but the job was mine for the asking. The boss was kind of
desperate. Apparently not having someone to close was interfering with his social life and just knowing
Celso put me over the top. So I got the job, which basically just involved taking over Celso’s mop and
shutting the place up at 10 PM.

I had a couple of hours before I had to start working, so I found a cheap residential hotel and
checked in. I told Glottis where I was stopping, let my new bank know, and arranged with the telegraph
office to have any reply I got sent to the Rub-a-Mat. With that all settled I began my new job.

Celso showed me the ropes, which boiled down to keeping the place clean, making sure the
food slots were all full and fresh, and getting on the cook’s ass if they weren’t. Not exactly demanding
work. Very dull compared to reaping. At least there were people, but Celso pretty much ignored them
since he didn’t actually have to wait on them. You wouldn’t think a guy without bowels could be so
constipated, but there you are. [ was going to be more personable.

The first guy I talked to was drenched in local color. Literally. He looked like he had fallen
asleep in an alley and a drunken street artist doodled on him. I greeted him but he just muttered
something in an unintelligible language and got a tongue sandwich from slot 22.

“Sweet guy,” I said under my breath to Celso.

Celso only shrugged.

“Who is he?” I persisted.
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“Toto Santos,” Celso said. “Scrimshaw artist. He has a filthy little parlor down on the docks. As
you can see, he practices on himself.”

I wasn’t sure I heard that right. “You mean he carves those designs on himself?”

“And on anyone else who will pay him.”

“But who in their right mind...?” I began to ask, and then answered my own question. “Oh.
Sailors.”

“Who are usually stinking drunk when they call on Mr. Santos,” Celso said.

I shook my head. “Is he a regular?”

“Yes,” Celso said. “A lot of the wharf rats are. Laborers and transient souls are our customers.”

“Transient souls are the staff, too,” I said. “What happened to that walking stick, anyway?”

“I broke it over the heads of some hideous monsters in the forest.”

“Did they look like little fireballs with big teeth?”’ I asked.

“Yes, but they weren’t little,” Celso said, “and they definitely were not in your brochures.”

“Hey, don’t blame me,” I said. “I didn’t write them.”

Celso looked at the clock and said, “Well, that’s the end of my day. I’ll see you tomorrow,
Manuel.” And then he left.

Santos said something loudly in what seemed like a different language than before. It sounded
vile.

“I don’t know what you said, brother,” I remarked, “but I agree with it.”

Santos went ‘hmpf!” and said, “Where’s Jesus?”

He meant Jesus Lopez, the owner of the Rub-a-Mat, but I said, “Seated at the right hand of the
Father, I guess.”

That startled Santos enough that he actually looked at me. “Seriously,” I said, “he took the rest
of the day off now that I’'m here to close.”

Santos went ‘hmpf!’ again and turned back to his sandwich.

Just then a boy from the telegraph office came in with a reply to my message to Salvador.

AGENT CALAVERA

HAVE RECEIVED WORD OF YOUR SAFE ARRIVAL IN
RUBACAVA STOP THIS IS EXCELLENT NEWS AS YOUR
SERVICE TO THE LSA MAY NOW CONTINUE STOP I AM
PLEASED TO REPORT THE SUCCESSFUL HATCHING OF THE
EGGS YOU LIBERATED STOP THE HATCHLINGS WHICH EVA
HAS NAMED MANNY AND MECHE ARE QUITE HEALTHY AND
EAGER TO SERVE OUR CAUSE STOP I WILL COMMUNICATE
NEWS CONCERNING DOMINO HURLEY STOP FOR THE
REVOLUTION

SALVADOR LIMONES

What the hell had happened to ‘discreet’? I shook my head and put the telegram in my pocket.

Just as [ was getting ready to close up that night a very nice-looking young lady ran into the
Rub-a-Mat. “Won’t be a sec,” she said as she got a couple of sandwiches. “Hey!” she said in surprise
when she saw [ wasn’t Jesus. “You’re new!”

“Brand spanking,” I said.

“My guy,” she cooed.

“Nice uniform,” I returned.

“All in the line of duty.”
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“Yeah? Even the heels?”

“No, those were my idea.”

“You know,” I said, “I think you’ll do.”

“You bet I do,” she said archly, “mop boy.”

I laughed. “I’m Calavera. Manny Calavera.”

“Carla Ashburn,” she said as she ran out again. “Come and see me sometime.” Then she poked
her head back in the door. “LOL security gate. Feline Meadows.” She disappeared again.

I finished closing up the Rub-a-Mat and looked in again on Glottis. He was doing OK, and had
been helping Velasco out around the docks. He thought he might keep doing that for awhile until
anything better came up. Then I wandered the streets and bridges of Rubacava for a time, just taking
things in. The place had changed. What had been a quiet, drab little port town during the day was now
bright, colorful, and full of people. In parts. It was kind of a cross between Vegas and Venice leavened
by North River waterfront.

A lot of activity was centered on one of the smaller islands, one mostly taken up by a huge,
coliseum-like structure. Banks of flood lights ringed the open top. The roar of the crowd inside could
be heard from far off. Souls streamed to and from the island. Those going to the island were excited.
Those coming away were mostly down. If I had any doubts this was Feline Meadows, the monumental
race cats carved in relief around the top of the building erased them. Most of the Vegas smell was
coming off that joint.

I let myself get pulled along with the ingoing crowd and into the base of the track. There, the
crowd divided. Many went straight to find seats, many others went to place bets. A much, much
smaller group split off to trickle down an out-of-the-way corridor. I followed those guys far enough to
take a look. It was just a short passage leading to an elevator, but it was quite a spread. Gilt cats paced
the walls while white paw prints ran all over the deep, purple carpet. One of the little band I was
following flashed something at the bruiser guarding the elevator. I quickly turned away before the guy
could do more than glare in my direction.

I checked out some other nooks and crannies of the place and finally ran across some posters of
airships. Beyond those I found signs leading me to the LOL terminals. And there, at the security gate,
was Carla and her nail-me heels. She was getting a few travelers through. I waited until they were gone
and she had sat back down at her desk before approaching.

“Well, well,” she said when she saw me, “if it isn’t Manny Calavera! What brings you here?”

“I just couldn’t resist your invitation,” I said, sitting on the edge of her desk.

“Well,” she said, leaning closer and presenting a full view of her sternum, “like they say,
resistance is futile.”

“Yeah? Who says that?”

Carla just shook her head slightly. “So, you new in town?” she asked.

“Got in this morning,” I answered. “Been working in El Marrow the last few years.”

“Doing what?”

“I was with the DOD as a reaper.”

Carla sat back in her chair, withdrawing the invitation. “A reaper, huh? I can’t say I like you
guys much.” Her tone gave my ear holes frostbite.

I was taken back a little. I never got that reaction in E1 Marrow. “Why not?”

“Because you guys decide who goes on and who gets stuck here, that’s why. Who the hell made
you judge and jury?”

“It’s not like that,” I protested with a shake of my head. “Do you know how a soul gets to be a
reaper in the first place? You have to foul up your life so badly that you’re not even allowed to hoof it.
Reapers and everyone else at the DOD are working there to pay off a debt.”
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“And that justifies making me work my way across the Land of the Dead, and maybe never
making it?” she demanded.

“Of course not. That’s not what I mean. Look, I handled thousands of cases, and I did
everything I could to give my clients the best packages they deserved.”

“But what gives you the right to say who deserves what?”

“I didn’t have that right,” I insisted. “No reaper does. The DOD gives us the rules we go by and
we just follow them.”

“Just following orders, huh?” The sarcasm cut deep but didn’t hit anything vital.

“I’m sorry if you don’t feel you were given a fair shake,” I said, starting to feel angry but trying
to tamp it down. “I was pretty burned up about it, too, when I was told my fate.”

“It’s not fair,” Carla protested. “I didn’t kill anyone, you know.”

I shrugged. “Neither did I, but that’s not the point. It’s not about what’s fair, it’s about justice.
It’s cold and it’s hard, but it is right. I don’t know...maybe you have to carry a scythe to understand
that.” I sighed. I stood up. “I guess there’s nothing I can say that will make you change your attitude.” I
left and went back to my hotel.

MANNY FINDS HIs GROOVE

The next day I got a road map of the Land of the Dead for the El Marrow-to-Rubacava region.
Just because I came to Rubacava by a particular route didn’t mean that Meche would. I worked out
with Glottis a kind of system for searching for Meche, checking every stop on the way to Rubacava.
But all that would have to wait for my days off.

When I went into the Rub-a-Mat that second day, Celso said to me, “Were you serious about
helping me find my wife?”

“Sure,” I said. I didn’t really care one way or the other whether Celso found his wife, but you
reap what you sow.

Celso handed me a photo. “Here. I got this from the DOD and made copies to hand out. Isn’t
she something?”

“She must have been beautiful with skin,” I said, but I doubted that skin would have helped
any.

“Weren’t we all,” Celso sighed.

That day went pretty much like the first one. I tried to draw out Toto Santos when he came in,
but still no soap. I did better with other customers but they all seemed a little unsure of any of the help
interacting with them. That night, as I was doing the closing-up routine, Carla came in for her
sandwiches. This time she walked instead of ran.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

“Hey,” I answered enthusiastically, although inwardly I was a little wary. “It’s great to see you
again.”

“Really?” she asked, sounding surprised and hopeful. “I thought you might be steamed at me,
the way you walked out...”

“Forget about it,” I said. “I felt a fight coming on. I decided to get away while we were still
being polite to each other.”

“You sure? No other reason?”

“Nope,” I assured her. “I want to be your friend, and an argument isn’t the best way to start.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’'m just...” she shrugged. “Well, the night shift gives you a lot of
time to think. I’'m still not sure about reapers, but I like you.” She got her two sandwiches. “If you’re
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really not steamed with me, why don’t you meet me at the Blue Casket day after tomorrow after you
close?”
“I’d like that,” I said. “See you then.” She waved, did a little pirouette and skipped out.

The next day Toto Santos actually nodded to me when I greeted him. That was progress. Jesus
was coming down from his office while I was making my effort with Santos. He nodded to me himself
as he walked by and murmured, “Keep it up, Calavera, and you might just get a civil word out of him
someday.”

“That’s something to look forward to,” I said.

Jesus chuckled and then said to Celso, “Why don’t you knock off.” The lunch crowd had
tapered off early that day.

Celso went wordlessly.

“Such a sourpuss,” Jesus sighed. I sensed a grimace. “Forget I said that,” he said.

“Well,” I said. “Celso’s got a lot on his mind.”

“Don’t we all,” Jesus said. “I was talking with Etienne last night,” he went on, clearly changing
the subject. “You know...the little guy who’s always humming show tunes out of key?”” I nodded.
“Anyway, he was saying to me that he likes coming into the place more since you got here. He’s not
alone. The customers seem to like the way you greet them.”

“Well,” I said, “I got to be kind of a people person at the DOD. And once you get a client in
your office, it’s a good idea to be as friendly as possible with them, especially if you have bad news.”

Jesus gave a wry chuckle. “Like telling them they have to be a reaper?”

“Yeah,” I said, “but...I gotta tell you...it’s considered bad taste at the DOD to talk about things
like that.”

“Really?” Jesus said. “Well, I guess I can see why.” He shrugged. “But what I really wanted to
tell you was that the customers appreciate what you’re doing. Keep it up.” He patted me on the
shoulder before returning to his office.

“The funny thing is,” I was telling Glottis that night, “I’m actually missing the DOD.”

“I don’t,” Glottis said. “I didn’t like being stuck in that garage all those years.”

“Well, who would?” I said, “Point is, though, they seem to go by a different set of rules outside
of El Marrow. I mean, Carla doesn’t like reapers—she was pretty up front about that—and I’m pretty
sure that diner waitress, Lola, had something against the DOD.”

“Can you blame ’em?” Glottis asked, ears twitching sharply. “I mean, look at it from their point
of view: you show them all these fancy brochures about trains and cars, and then you tell ’em they
hafta walk.”

“I never jerked anyone around, Glottis,” I protested.

“And I’m not sayin’ you did. It’s just you can’t expect people to know the inside dope the way
you do, Manny.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I said. I didn’t like to admit it, but the demon had a very good point.
“And I bet it’s that kind of resentment Copal’s and Hurley’s gang is making a profit on.”

“Sure,” Glottis said. “Justice is for the other guy.”

“Everyone wants to be the exception,” I grumbled. I sighed. “So what are you doing with your
time?”

“Drivin

“Where?”

“Everywhere! And when I stop I ask about Miss Colomar.”

“Hey! We were supposed to do that together!”

7'79
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“And we will, Manny. A lot. But I might as well ask while I’'m out. And besides,” he went on,
“you only talk to people. I’ve been talking to demons, too. Bus drivers and whatnot.”

“Yeah?” I was impressed. He’d thought of an angle I hadn’t. “That’s good thinking, Glottis.”

“I know it!” he said. “If Miss Colomar hitches a ride, the drivers will stop at the Rub-a-Mat.”

“Assuming she hitches a ride on a bus, and the driver is one you talked to. But that improves
our odds.”

“Yeah. And I’ve even been looking through Mr. Velasco’s port log. I haven’t seen Miss
Colomar’s name but I did see a Flores.”

“Are you kidding me?!” I exclaimed. “Man or woman?”’

“Woman. Maybe it’s Mr. Flores’ wife.”

“Where’s Velasco?” I asked.

“Probably napping in his office,” Glottis answered with a short, bark of a laugh.

“Well, I’d better talk to him. I’1l see you later, mano.”

“Check,” he said.

Glottis was right about Velasco. When I got him awake he said, “Well, hell, Manuel! What’re
you doin’ here?”

“I gotta ask you a question,” I said. I showed him the picture of Celso’s wife. “Ever seen this
woman?”’

Velasco took the picture. “Oh, if this is the woman you’re lookin’ for, take my advice and forget
about ’er.” He sounded amused. “She sailed out of here weeks ago in a cozy port-side cabin built for
two, and she wasn t alone.”

“Actually, that’s Celso’s wife.”

“Ah. Now it all makes sense. Didn’t think she looked like your type.” I didn’t know I had one.

“You’ve got all the details in your log?”” I asked. “Can I show it to Celso?”

“If you bring ’im down here, you can. That log ain’t leavin’ this here desk.” Velasco thumped
the worm-eaten, salt-limned mass of petrified wood with his fist for emphasis.

“Fair enough,” I said. “How come you haven’t told Celso yourself?”

“I told you before, Manny, I ain’t good with names. I just write ’em down in my log and forget
’em. Ain’t no business of mine what people do with themselves.”

“Makes sense,” I said, sensing another rebuke about my having been a reaper. “I’ll bring Celso
down here sometime, if that’s OK with you.”

“You do that, son,” he said and waved me off.

I left the docks went back to my hotel. I collected my mail from the front desk and, quickly
fanning through it, found a letter from Salvador. I went to my room and locked the door before opening
the envelope.

Manuel,

We have intriguing news for you. It appears that Domino Hurley
has been made office manager in Don Copal’s place. What has become
of Copal is unknown. As far as we can determine, he has not been seen
since his meeting with Hurley and the fat man. Our attempts to trace his
whereabouts have so far been unsuccessful. Things go better on other
fronts.

We continue to be able to access the DOD computer network and
have taken further steps to ensure that we may continue to do so.
Curiously, it seems that the IT department of the DOD has not detected
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our activities. The fact that there are so few computers in the Land of the
Dead in private hands may explain this lax security. Although we have
not made much progress in unraveling the secrets of our enemies, we
have identified a number of disaffected agents and other employees of
the DOD who may be eager to join our ranks.

We have heard nothing of Mercedes Colomar here in E1 Marrow.
We are certain that Domino Hurley continues to search for her, and may
be employing his agents in the search. You must be careful, Manuel, and
pray you do not come to Hurley’s attention.

It is desirable that the LSA expand in Rubacava. Be in no hurry,
but keep watch for suitable recruits. A mere handful—three or four—
would be enough to strengthen your position immeasurably. Please
report any news you may have as soon as possible.

For the revolution,
Salvador Limones

Another slip of paper contained a note from Eva.

Manny,

I hope you’re keeping well. Sal and I have been working hard at
the computer trying to find some trace of these creeps. Sal doesn’t say
so, but I know he’s frustrated. I think he was hoping to find something
quickly. But it’s going to take a while. They haven’t gotten away with it
this long by being sloppy.

The pigeons are doing just fine. I hope you’re OK with them
being called Manny and Meche. I think it’s symbolic of the whole
struggle. Did you ever think I’d write a sentence like that? Anyway,
we’ve lined up a trainer for them and soon we’ll have our airmail service.
Maybe our next message will come on these ‘gossamer wings of truth’ as
Sal calls them. He’s such a scream.

Well, sweetheart, you just find that Meche woman and we’ll
expose these SOBs. And if you see Domino, kick him in the tuchis for
me.

Love,
Eva

You wouldn’t think two people that different would be mixed up together, but there you are.

Salvador’s news about Domino rattled me and I wasn’t so sure any more it would be such a
good idea to go out looking for Meche myself with him still on the prowl. I couldn’t afford to have him
find her first, so Glottis’ going out on his own was starting to look a lot more attractive. It was my job
to find Meche but, on the other hand, Glottis could cover more ground without me since didn’t have a
regular job to hold down. Maybe I should just fork over some money and have Glottis go all the way to
El Marrow and back. I could keep tabs on people already contacted by phone.

I’d have to discuss that with Glottis in the morning. In the meantime, I went out for a couple of
hours and then, having seen no one interesting lined up for Paar in the TV listings, got some sleep
when I returned to my rooms. Writing to Sal and Eva could wait until I had something to write.
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“Oh, yeah!” Glottis crowed the next morning when I told him what I had in mind. “Gonna tear
up them roads!”

“That’s great, carnal, but don’t forget to ask about Meche while you’re at it. And watch out for
Domino, for Christ’s sake, will you?”

“Don’t worry, Manny,” he said. “I’ll only talk to demons and the people who live at the road
stops.”

“And get me the phone numbers of these places, too. I wanna keep tabs on them from here.”

“Check. When do you want me to go?”

“Tomorrow, just like we planned. I’1l get some money for you before you leave. Go back the
way we came, touch base with all the people we talked to on the way here, but come back by a
different route. I want you to make new contacts.”

“Got it. Anything else?”

“Not that I can think of right now, except maybe stay out of El Marrow if you can help it. The
Bone Wagon’s one car Domino will know on sight.”

“Yeah, good point.”

“OK. I'm going to get you some money now, then I gotta get to work, carnal.”

When I got in to the Rub-a-Mat, I pulled Celso aside and said, “Tomorrow I’d like you to go
down to the docks with me.”

“I’m not into that kind of thing, Manuel,” he said.

“Swell,” I said, “but I want you to look at something in Velasco’s port log. It’s about your
wife.”

“My wife? What are you saying?”

“I’m saying she sailed before you got here, Celso. I don’t expect you to believe me, so we’ll go
see Velasco tomorrow.”

“Why shouldn’t I see him this afternoon?”” he demanded to know.

“Because Velasco doesn’t like you, that’s why.” That wasn’t something [ wanted to say, but the
blunter I was, the more likely Celso wasn’t going to visit Velasco on his own and maybe not be shown
the log book. I still couldn’t see any reason to be concerned about the Flores couple, but I also couldn’t
shake the feeling that I needed to play in their court.

“He doesn’t?” Celso sounded genuinely surprised. “Why not?”

I shook my head. “I’m never down on a client, Celso. And it’s not my place to talk about
Velasco’s feelings.” I didn’t exactly like Celso, but I also didn’t dislike him the way Velasco apparently
did. “I can only tell you that you’ll never get very far without me to smooth the way.”

“All right, Manuel. Velasco never has been pleasant. I’d be grateful for your help.”

“Great,” I said. “Then it’s a date.”

“If you must call it that,” he said with a sniff.

Some people are just born difficult, I guess.

When Jock—the cook—came in to restock the food after the lunch crowd finally petered out I
told him to empty #22. He looked at me like I had sprouted hair. “Are you trying to get me fired?”” he
growled.

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m just trying to get Toto Santos to speak to me.”

“Cursing at you is more likely,” Jock said, “and he does that already.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but I want to try this anyway.”

Jock shrugged and took the sandwiches out of #22.

“Keep ’em fresh,” I said. “I’ll be calling for them in a hurry after Toto gets here.”

“Yeah, and maybe I can restock them before he kills you,” Jock said with a fair-sounding snort.
“He’d find a way, Cal,” he said to cut off my objection.
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“OK, OK,” I said impatiently and waved him away.

“Sometimes I think you’re crazy, Manuel,” Celso said. “Why do you want that Santos character
to talk to you, anyway?”

I shrugged. “Mainly because he won’t.”

“Why make him talk if he doesn’t want to?”

“Don’t be too sure he doesn’t,” I said. “Sometimes it’s the guys who don’t say much who really
want people to talk to them.”

“And sometimes they just want people to keep their distance,” Celso said with plain good sense
on his side.

“And I intend to find out which kind of person he is.”

“Suit yourself, Manuel,” Celso said with an unconcerned shrug.

When Toto came in some time later, he dropped his coins in the slot, opened #22’s door,
grabbed a handful of air and exclaimed, “Hey! What the...?”

“Is there something wrong?” I asked, trying to sound innocent.

“Yeah,” Toto said. “Where the hell’s my lengua?”

“What?” I said and looked into #22 as if I didn’t know what I’d find. “Oh, for the love of...!” I
went over to the doors to the kitchen, kicked them open and shouted, “Hey, Jock! Number 22’s
empty!” I went back to Toto. “I’'m sorry. I guess I was sleeping on the job.” Jock came in with the stack
of sandwiches from #22. I took one and handed it to Toto. “Here you are. I apologize for the
inconvenience.” Jock restocked the sandwiches and shook his head as he walked back to the kitchen.

“It’s just a sandwich,” Toto said, sounding a little bewildered. He looked at me, then at the
kitchen door, over at Celso, and then back to me. He shrugged and instead of sitting in his usual spot he
left the Rub-a-Mat.

“Well done,” Celso said.

“Hey, he’ll be back. I guarantee it. This was just the ice breaker.”

“If you say so, Manny,” Celso said skeptically. “Well, I’ll be going. I like to sleep late on my
day off. How about I come to your hotel around 10 o’clock and we’ll go see Velasco’s log?”

“Fine with me,” I said. “But meet me at Velasco’s office instead. I’ll be on the docks tomorrow
morning. I’ve got some business with Glottis.”

“All right,” Celso said. “See you in the morning.” He waved vaguely and left.

When I closed that night I went down to the Blue Casket. It was in a building at the base of the
cliff almost directly below the Rub-a-Mat. It was supposed to be a pretty hip place—or maybe it was
hep—in a beatnik sort of way. I wouldn’t have thought it was Carla’s sort of dive. She was waiting for
me outside the Rub-a-Mat when I closed the automat. “Whoa!” I exclaimed in surprise when I reached
the parking lot and she suddenly appeared under a lamp post. “I thought we were going to meet down
at the Blue Casket.”

“Well,” she seemed embarrassed. “I didn’t want to go in there by myself. It’s kinda got this
reputation...” She took my arm as we started walking together.

“Yeah?” I asked. “So why do you want to go there, then?”

She shrugged. “I feel like slumming. How ’bout you?”

“I slummed my whole life away. One more night won’t make much of a difference. I’ve been
kind of curious about the joint, anyway.”

We rode the elevator down the cliff, walked to the Blue Casket’s building, and went down the
steps to the entrance. It was shaped like a casket.

“Extra-thick doors to seal in the hipness,” Carla quipped as I struggled to get them open. The
hinges weren’t set very well, I swear.

“After you,” I said when I finally got them open.
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Carla took a deep breath and went in.

It was dark inside and very, very blue. It was almost like being deep underwater—very
disorienting. The music was loud and so was the crowd. Thick smoke, tobacco and otherwise, hung
everywhere. There were black turtlenecks as far as the eye could see.

“Hey, look!” I said into Carla’s ear hole. “Dead Beats!” She laughed. I started looking for an
empty table.

A very petite woman approached us. “New souls!” she said in a satiny, sexy voice. The small
woman took a drag on a cigarette in a holder in a way that would have gotten her arrested in Franco’s
Spain. “What can I get you hepsters?” she asked on the exhale in a somewhat sarcastic tone.

“A table and a waiter, if you got ’em,” I said.

“I’ve got everything you need, daddy-o,” she said in a low, throaty purr.

“Oh,” I practically moaned. I could see Carla giving me a strange look.

“This way,” the woman said. She led the way, her pelvis twitching in an inviting manner.

“Kind of dark in here,” Carla said.

“Dark and cold,” the woman said, “like the hearts of men.”

“Uh...” I said.

“Here you are,” the woman said when we came to an empty table. “You sit down and I’ll get
you that waiter.” She turned and walked away. I enjoyed the view.

Carla punched me in the arm. “Are you out of your mind?!” she demanded. “That’s Olivia
Ofrenda...Maximino’s girl!”

“Yeah?” I said. “The cat track guy?”

“Yeah! And the owner of the LOL shuttles. So watch yourself.”

“Tough customer, huh?”

“Just an old-time racketeer, Manny. They say he was in Capone’s gang.”

“I heard it was Bandello’s.”

“Whatever,” Carla said dismissively, missing the joke. “The point is, noticing Olivia too much
is bad for your health.” Maybe she had a point.

I looked around. The joint was definitely packed, and not just with the expected Beat crowd.
They made up a clear majority, sure, but there were laboring types mixed in along with a few squares
with the word ‘tourist’ practically stamped on their foreheads. Ofrenda’s dive really pulled them in. I
scanned the faces, more than idly wondering if this was the sort of place Meche would be drawn to.

“Looking for someone?” Carla asked.

I started. I’d forgotten she was there. Not a good way to begin the evening. Carla, I thought,
was good stuff; she deserved my full attention. “Sorry,” I said. “I was wondering if someone I know
might be here.” I stopped for a moment, thinking of the least offensive way to broach the subject. “I
don’t suppose you’d remember if anyone named Mercedes Colomar came through your security gate
any time recently.”

Carla gave me a hard-to-read look. It could have been offended; it could just have been arch. “I
must be doing well if you’re thinking about old girlfriends,” she said. Arch, I decided.

I laughed. “She’s an old client.” Carla visibly relaxed. “I was curious whether she’d made it this
far. She thought she had to walk, but it was a mistake. The paperwork was screwed up and she cleared
out before it was caught.”

Carla frowned, but not really at me. “I didn’t know the DOD made mistakes.”

“Usually they don’t,” I said. “It’s really no concern of mine,” I lied, “but you have to wonder
how she’s getting on.”

“If you met her again, maybe things could be straightened out,” Carla said. “You still got any
pull with the DOD?”
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That was an awkward question. Before I could think of a safe, meaningless answer, the music
stopped and suddenly we could hear the guys at the next table.

“But don’t ya see,” one of them was saying loudly, “when the government fades away, so will
our troubles!”

“Ah, nonsense,” another replied. “We’ll always need some armed force to fight off the return of
capitalism.”

Carla shot me a questioning look. I was too busy trying not to laugh, partly in relief.

“That sort of fascist thinking is as dead as you are, comrade,” the third snapped. “When we get
rid of—" Just then the music started up again and the doctrinal argument at the next table vanished
beneath it.

“Are those guys for real?” Carla asked me.

“Yes, they are,” I said. “And so was [.”

A waiter approached then and we ordered drinks. I lit a couple of cigarettes and passed one to
Carla.

“What do you mean, ‘so was I’?” Carla asked.

I shrugged. “There are a lot of ways of dealing with the world when you’re alienated. Sitting
around a table, getting drunk and plotting revolution is one of them. Not, of course, that you look at it
that way when you’re sitting at the table.”

“I don’t get you,” Carla said.

“I’m just getting cynical in my old age, that’s all.”

She shook her head. “C’mon, Manny. Do people really take all that ‘dictatorship of the
proletariat’ stuff seriously?”

“Sure,” I said. “Haven’t you ever been committed to anything?”

“I was an army brat,” she said. “The only thing I cared about was keeping my distance from
people so I wouldn’t get hurt when we moved on.”

“Oh,” I said. “Then I can see why you don’t get it. Isn’t ‘Marx’ just an expletive in the
military?”

“Something like that. That’s kind of the way daddy looked at it.”

“Yeah, well, it’s something else to other people. Underneath all the ideological posturing,
Marxism is just about social justice.” I shrugged. “Not that it ever works out that way. If the posturing
doesn’t foul it up, human nature will. But that never stopped anyone from believing. Sometimes you
just have to, no matter what.”

“Well, I still don’t understand,” Carla said. “They way I figure it, the only thing you can do is to
look out for yourself.”

That attitude was probably the root of why Carla had to work her way across the Land of the
Dead. But I kept that thought to myself.

The music died away again. This time our neighbors were silent. They were looking toward the
little stage that was against one wall. Olivia was standing in the spot. A guy with bongos sat to one
side. Olivia began reciting in a low, sultry voice:

“With bony hands I hold my partner.
On soulless feet we cross the floor.
The music stops as if to answer

an empty knocking at the door.

It seems his skin was sweet as mango
when last I held him to my breast.

But now, we dance this grim fandango
and will four years before we rest.”
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The audience clicked its fingers in approval. Scattered, uncertain polite clapping drew
disapproving glares.

“What the hell did that mean?” Carla whispered to me. “And what’s the deal with the bongos?”

“Just experience it,” I whispered back. “Don’t analyze.”

“This place is too weird,” she said.

“You wanna go?”’ I asked.

“Do you mind?”

“No. We can go somewhere else.”

“Now you’re talking,” she said.

I picked up the check and we were on our way.

“Whew!” she breathed once we were back on the street. She shook her head.

“Not exactly your style, was it?”’ I said as we started walking.

“No kidding,” Carla said. “Have you ever seen anything like that in your life?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ve been in a few beatnik joints in my time. The first time on a fake ID.”

“Whoever heard of getting up in a nightclub and reciting poetry!” Carla exclaimed.

I laughed. “That’s kind of the point,” I said. “Oh, well. Before your time, I guess. So where do
you want to go now?”

“I thought you’d never ask!” she said.

The next morning I dragged myself down to the docks to meet with Glottis before he set out.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

“Late night,” I said. I massaged my temples. “New girl.”

“What’d she do?” Glottis asked. “Use a bungee cord?”

“Just dragged me to every bar in town. You’d think Prohibition was coming back the way she
packed it away.”

“Might not be a bad idea, Manny,” he said.

“So are you all set?” I asked. “Got the money and everything?”

“Sure,” he said. “And I got a pad and pen to write down phone numbers.”

“OK,” I'said, “I’ll see you in a few days.”

“OK, Manny,” Glottis said as he got into the Bone Wagon. “Bye!” He peeled away from the
docks in a squeal that split my head open.

Around 10 o’clock Celso turned up and we went into Velasco’s office. Velasco wordlessly
handed me his port log. He seemed perversely pleased. I turned to the entry Glottis had told me about
and showed it to Celso.

“Your wife sailed out of here two months ago with another man,” I said as gently as I could.

Celso shook his head slowly as he read the entry. “Oh, Manny,” he said, “is there a greater
constant in nature than the treachery of women?”

“It’s a tough break junior,” Velasco said happily, “but you gotta face it.”

“Forget about her, Celso,” I advised.

“Have you forgotten yours?” he asked as he closed the log. “I’m going after her.”

“There’s a ship sailing for Puerto Zapato day after tomorrow,” Velasco said. “Why don’t you go
down to the steamship offices and get a ticket?”

“I’11 do that,” Celso said as he handed the log back to Velasco. “I guess tomorrow is the last day
we’ll be working together, Manny,” he said to me. “Jesus won’t be happy to be losing me so soon, but
that can’t be helped. Goodbye, Velasco.”
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When Celso had gone Velasco slapped his knee and cackled gleefully. “Finally got rid of that
sonofabitch!” He said. “Wish I’d known I had what’d make him go all this time, though.”

“I think he’s pretty broken up,” I said.

“Oh, who cares!” Velasco said. “He’s goin’, that’s the important thing.”

“Well,” I said, “I’ll see you around.” I let myself out and kicked around town for a while.

Celso was right about Jesus not being happy. When I went in to work the next day he took me
into his office.

“I almost wish you hadn’t told him about his wife,” he said. “The kind of turnover I’ve been
having lately has been murder.” He sighed. “Oh, well. Can’t be helped. I’d like you to take over the
opening spot, Manny,” he went on, “if you’ll do it. It’ll mean getting up at an ungodly hour, but there’s
a raise in it for you.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“Not right away, though,” Jesus said. “I’d rather open for a while myself rather than close again
any time soon.” He shook his head. “Just when I was getting caught up on the books, too.”

“Can I help?” I asked.

“Got a head for figures?”

“Depends on whose,” I said.

Jesus opened his jaw and then quickly closed it. “OK, Manuel,” he finally said, “shoo!”

That afternoon Toto Santos actually said hello to me without any prompting. And soon after
that, Celso left. He didn’t say much more than ‘bye’ except to thank me for my help. That night Carla
showed up about half an hour before close and we chatted while I did what needed to be done. I walked
her over to her job, then blew 20 bucks on a couple of races. I went over to the Blue Casket for an hour
or so. Olivia didn’t recite anything that night. I was obviously getting into a rut, but a little idea was
starting to grow in the back of my mind.

THE LOST SOULS’ ALLIANCE TAKES ROOT

Glottis returned after a few days, having had a great time. He brought me a list of phone
numbers from his various stops and said that Lola said “Hi.” He didn’t see anything of Domino or his
agents, but he did hear from a few people that he wasn’t the first to ask about Meche. I was going to
give my contacts a few days before phoning them. Glottis went back to doing odd jobs for Velasco and
tinkering with the Bone Wagon.

A couple of days after Glottis got back there was a message at my hotel that Lola had phoned
while I was at work. After we exchanged pleasantries she said, “I got some bad news for you, Manny.”

“Uh-oh,” I said. “What is it?”

“Yesterday some guy in a DOD car drove up asking about Mercedes Colomar. I didn’t tell him
nothin’, but Eddie told him about you and Glottis. The guy paid Eddie to let #im know if she turned
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up.

I didn’t like the sound of that. “How much money?” I asked.

“It was a big wad, Manny. Big bills, too. And he had a lot left over.”

“So Domino’s goons are going up and down the line bribing people,” I said with a sigh.
“QGreat.”

“What’s really goin’ on here, Manny?” Lola asked.

“I wish I knew, baby. But I need to find Meche first. I let her down once already.”

“You’ll find her,” Lola said, “but I gotta go. If I hear anything, I’1l let you know.”
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“Thanks, Lola,” I said. “I hope there are more people like you out there than are like Eddie.”

“Me, too,” she said. “Bye.”

Well, that was pretty lousy news but I wasn’t sure just how bad it was. On the one hand,
Domino must be getting desperate if he was paying people for information they might give him
someday. He wasn’t having any better luck finding Meche than I was but, on the other hand, he had the
edge. There was no way I could match his tactic, even if my long ‘slump’ hadn’t just about tapped me
out. I was willing to bet that wad of dough didn’t come out of Domino’s pocket, though. Whoever was
behind him must be providing it, and that was a significant piece of news.

I went back to my room. It was time to make a report.

Salvador,

I sent Glottis out to make another search for Meche. He went
back to EI Marrow by the way we came to reconnect with the people we
encountered before, and he came back by a different route to make new
contacts. No one admits to having seen Meche, but several say that
they’ve talked to others who are looking for her and I’ve just been told
that Domino or his agents are paying some people large bribes to let
them know if they see her. This lets us know a few things.

First, Domino knows he has competition. If people are telling me
others are looking for Meche, we can be sure they’re doing the same for
Domino. Second, whoever is behind all this must have access to DOD
funds. One of my contacts described the bribes as large wads of large
bills. I suppose the bribes could be coming from the sales of stolen
Double-N tickets, but I bet these guys would embezzle if they could
rather than dip into their own kitty. Third, Domino’s search is being
conducted like a legitimate DOD operation, the same contact having
described a car with DOD markings. Domino’s position must be very
secure if he can divert agents for this. I wonder if Meche’s gotten wind of
this somehow and is lying low.

As for recruiting LSA agents in Rubacava...I’ve got a few ideas
but I’'m going to watch and wait before making any moves. For right
now, me and Glottis are going to have to carry the ball by ourselves.

Manny

I got a reply from Salvador a few days later.

Manuel,

I am sorry to hear that you have not heard from your Meche. You
must be patient, and let your heart remain open. If it is meant to be, you
will some day be reunited.

Having studied your latest report carefully I must congratulate
you. Your idea of using your driver to conduct your search is inspired.
Not only is he impervious to anything our enemies could inflict upon
you, he also is known to Miss Colomar.

Eva and I agree it is probable that our enemies are able to divert
DOD funds for their operations. This insight gives us a possible means of
identifying the persons we seek. We have expanded our search of the
DOD network to include financial transactions. Since we need only look
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for tampering within the last few weeks to locate the source of these
bribes, the task may be relatively simple...although Eva remains
convinced that seeking discrepancies between work orders and client
records will produce more certain results. But naturally we continue to
work on all fronts.

It is unfortunate that we cannot match the tactics of our enemies,
but the LSA lacks their financial resources.

Remain cautious in seeking out new agents. We trust your
judgment, but keep in mind what you have learned, for our enemies may
have subverted potential recruits. Look for genuine revolutionary
instincts.

For the revolution,
Salvador Limones

I was amused to see that Salvador still thought I was in love with Meche despite my denial.
Otherwise, his letter actually made me feel pretty good. Not about the lousy situation, of course, but for
making a contribution to the LSA. In the back of my mind I had begun to feel like I was just playing at
secret agent. But here I had learned something and Sal was taking it into his calculations.

OK, so what next for danger man? The LSA had a few problems, mainly lack of manpower and
lack of money. There wasn’t much I could do about the latter, although I still had that vague little
notion germinating somewhere in my head. Sal and Eva were looking for new recruits, and I was
supposed to be doing the same. But what the hell were ‘genuine revolutionary instincts’?

I had told Carla about my youthful flirtation with Marx. I had been pretty serious about it at the
time, but now I looked at it as just a stage. “Who was that kid?’ I would think to myself later in life. I
got so detached I just couldn’t relate to that earlier, more passionate version of myself. What I still
didn’t know was whether I had been a revolutionary or just a punk thumbing his nose at a world he
didn’t like. So how the hell could I tell the difference in anyone else?

On the other hand, I had also told Carla that Marxism was basically just about justice. I still
cared about that. Maybe I cared more now than when I was alive. Maybe that’s all I needed to look for.
Salvador never quizzed me on ideology, yet he seemed to be taking me as a genuine revolutionary. |
didn’t think I was. I was just burned up about what was done to Meche. And to all the others, whoever
they were. I wanted the LSA to find the bastards responsible and take care of them. But no matter how
hard I thought about these things, I wasn’t any closer to understanding what Sal really wanted from me.
That just left me with whatever I could manage to work out on my own.

I was hanging around the Blue Casket regularly. Without Carla, of course, since she swore
she’d never go back. I went there mainly because I wanted to hear Olivia recite her poetry, but after
that first night she mostly kept off the stage. I was also keeping watch on the three guys Carla and I
overheard that first night. Not exactly deliberately, not at first. I just had revolution on my mind. They
were usually in the club. Sometimes they were by themselves, sometimes there were others with them,
but those three were always together. Whenever I could manage it I got a table next to theirs and
listened as well as I could.

Jesus quickly tired of opening the automat, so I moved to that spot and he did the close. That
meant I saw less of night-owl Carla and more of Velasco and had to weather the full brunt of the lunch
crowd. I also had to take delivery of supplies first thing in the morning. I was very interested to see that
the delivery guy was one of the three from the Blue Casket. His name was Alexi and he was an
interesting study. He was the most purely ideological of the three and tended to rein in the other two
when they were in disagreement.
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I learned from Velasco that Alexi and his friends were trying to organize the dock workers,
which struck me as a little strange. “Isn’t there a union already?” I asked him, feeling certain I
remembered him mentioning the union the day I’d arrived in town.

Velasco laughed. “Sure,” he said, “and it’s as crooked as that cat track.”

“I get it,” I said. “The union bosses do all right for themselves, don’t they?”

“That’s about the size of it, son. I keep away from em as much as I can, but Alexi’s little gang
wants to take ’em on.”

That was interesting. Did they do more than talk about revolution? “Yeah? What exactly are
they doing?”

“Shouting a lot, mostly. ‘Lay down your tools’ and that sort of thing. The union’s muscle keep
kicking them off the docks but they keep coming back.”

“Are they getting anywhere?”” I wanted to know.

“No, not really,” Velasco said. “Oh, well, some of the Sea Bees listen now and again but the
union has the dock area pretty well under control. They even shut down the bar that used to be down
there, the Rusty Anchor it was called, so they wouldn’t have a place to congregate or whatever the hell
it was they called it.”

“So what do you think about it all?”

“I think they’re a bunch of damn fools! That’s what I think. Just tilting at windmills. And they
keep coming back for more. Idiots!”

Velasco may have thought Alexi and his friends were idiots, but what I had learned was giving
me ideas. I started to actively look for Alexi’s group in the Blue Casket. I even kept an eye out for
them on the docks whenever I’d meet with Glottis. I didn’t talk much to Alexi, though, when he came
to the Rub-a-Mat in the morning. I just kept things on business. Partly because I didn’t want to spook
him by tipping my hand too early, and partly because I felt the need to brush up on Marx, Lenin and
Trotsky since that seemed to pretty much define the doctrinal stream they were swimming in. But
eventually I’d seen and heard enough. One morning I tried to break the ice with him.

“So are you getting anywhere with the dock workers?” I tried to ask casually.

Alexi just looked at me coldly. “I know you’ve been spying on us,” he said. “Are you trying to
freak on our plans for organizing labor and rat us out to your pal, Chief Bogen?”

That was Rubacava’s chief of police. “I don’t think I’ve ever even seen Bogen,” I said, “and
I’'m not spying on you.”

“Then what are you up to, cube?” he asked. “You’re always in the club, you hang around the
docks...and don’t try to jive me it’s only about that Glottis cat...and now you’re quizzing me. You
expect me to believe that isn ¥ spying?”

“Maybe I’m just interested in revolution,” I said. “Maybe I didn’t know the best way to get in
with you guys. I’'m on your side, not Bogen’s.”

“You look like a tool of the Man to me, Calavera,” Alexi said. “What do you know about the
revolution?”

“I believe in justice,” I said. “If that isn’t enough for you, then you re the tool here.”

That only made him angry. He got up close and looked down at me although he wasn’t that
much taller. “You just keep your distance, Clyde,” he said and left.

“Well,” I said to myself after he’d gone, “I didn’t handle that too well.”

“I dunno why you’re so interested in these guys,” Glottis said to me when I told him the story
that afternoon. “Everybody in town knows ’em. You keep telling me to be discreet, Manny, so what the
hell’s so damn discreet about hollerin’ up and down the docks all day long?” His ears twitched in
annoyance.
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“Nothing, and that’s kind of the point,” I said. “No one’s going to suspect them of working for
the LSA if they keep on making the same old noise.”

“Does anybody even know the LSA even exists *cept you and me?” Glottis asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. People will, eventually.”

“OK.,” Glottis said. “People might overlook these guys if they’re too obvious. But besides
that...?”

“They’ve got convictions,” I said. “They’re trying to change things. That’s pretty rare. Most
people just want to get out of the Land of the Dead as quick as they can. Alexi and his friends are about
the only bunch I’ve seen in Rubacava who are different.”

“I dunno, Manny,” Glottis said with a shake of his head. “I’ve heard their speeches. I don’t
think fixin’ the DOD is what these guys are after.”

I shrugged. “I don’t really care what they’re after. If they care at all about justice, then maybe
they can be useful to the cause.”

“But you can’t even talk to em!” Glottis pointed out.

I sighed. “Yeah. I know. I don’t know what to do about that.”

“Then maybe you should forget about ’em,” Glottis said. “Maybe Miss Ofrenda would work
out better.”

“Olivia?” I asked in surprise. “What do you know about her?” I didn’t think I’d ever mentioned
her name to Glottis.

“I’ve met her,” he answered. “Max heard about the Bone Wagon from someone,” he explained.
“Every Monday morning I go racing ’round the kitty track. There are a few other demons in town with
fast cars and we keep Max’s employees entertained. The winner gets paid extra.”

“So how long has this been going on?” I asked.

“About a month,” he answered. “That’s where I’ve met Miss Ofrenda, at the track. She’s a nice
lady. I think she’d be good for the LSA.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I said, but I had been thinking she might be useful for other reasons,
such as a fixer for that little idea slowly growing in my mind. “Do you think you could arrange to
introduce me?” It didn’t seem likely that I could have the discussion I wanted at her club.

“Sure,” he said, “if you can be at the track at 9 AM any Monday.”

“Oh, sure,” I said. “How do I manage that and hold down my job? We still don’t have anyone to
close. I can’t get away.”

“Well, when you get someone to close, maybe you can take a Monday off sometime.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe.”

That evening I went to the Blue Casket and decided to make my presence felt by the whole
gang of ‘commies’, figuring I’d have better luck with all three together in a public place. Less chance
of a big scene. Or, if nothing else, I’d let Alexi know his reaction earlier wasn’t going to deter me. The
three had a table to themselves near the stage. I went straight over to them and said, loud enough to be
heard over the music at least two tables away, “Buenos Noches, comrades!”

Alexi gave me a poisonous glare while Slisko snarled “Oh, fade out!” and turned his back on
me.

Not a great start.

Gunnar looked a little embarrassed for his two friends. “Hey, Manny, no offense,” he said, and
he sounded like he meant it, “but we don’t have time for Establishment types like yourself.”

I thought that was pretty funny. “What makes you guys think I’'m so Establishment?”

Slisko turned toward me only long enough to snap “You smell like bacon and oppression,
man!”
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“;Que?” 1 asked. I thought I remembered the old Beat slang pretty well; but even so,
sometimes Slisko didn’t make an ounce of sense. I took an empty chair from the next table and sat
down.

Alexi didn’t like that at all. “Beat it, dinner jacket!” he snapped, banging his fist on the table.

“You’d get more attention if you used your shoe,” I said, “and what’s this ‘dinner jacket’ shit?
Does this look like a tuxedo to you?” I asked, tugging at the lapel of my cheap sport jacket.

Slisko shared a sneering look with Alexi and said, “I hear the driver of a station wagon, the
owner of a pasta maker,” Alexi started chuckling softly, “the hollowed-out husk of a cat who
remembers to button down his collar but forgets his brother in the street.”

“Sorry, Manny,” Gunnar said without Slisko’s rancor. “There’s no room for the bourgeois in
our revolution.” He stood up and said to the others, “I’m gonna get a foamer.” He started threading his
way through the tables.

“Not a bad idea,” I said and stood to follow him.

“We don’t care why you’re going,” Slisko spat after me, “just go, man, go!”

I ignored him and trailed after Gunnar. When he reached the bar he got the attention of the tall,
slightly stooped bartender (who, despite the darkness of the club, wore sunglasses) and ordered a beer.
I ordered the same.

After taking a long pull from his glass Gunnar glared at me without malice and asked, “Just
what are you after, cube?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked, curious to know just what would seem obvious to him.

“Alexi told us how you buttonholed him this morning,” he said. He shook his head and added,
“Talk about four bars past obvious! Why not just flash a buzzer?”

“So you think I want to rap on you to the heat. Is that your own brilliant idea or did Alexi think
of it for you?”

Gunnar bristled. “Listen, Clyde,” he thumped me, but lightly, in the chest with one hand, “I
listen to Alexi but I do my own thinking.”

“That’s close!” I said. “I’ve listened to you cats long enough to know that Alexi does all the
real thinking. OK, sure,” I conceded before Gunnar could interrupt, “you have a few ideas of your own.
But when Alexi lays down the law...”

He didn’t let me finish. “Alexi knows the dialectic like no one. Get it?”” He took an almost
defiant pull from his glass.

“Yeah, I get it,” I said in a hard tone. “I get that the dialectic is a process, not a doctrine,”
Gunnar projected a frown, “that it’s a give and take among ideas, among tactics, all tending toward one
goal: justice.”

“Justice for who?” Gunnar asked with a bitter laugh.

“Everyone,” I said. A slight frown seemed to appear over Gunnar’s rigid features. “Well,” I
sighed, “maybe you don t have the revolutionary instinct Salvador is looking for.” Gunnar looked both
angry and puzzled. Before he could make any reply I took my beer and went in search of an empty
table. Olivia, sitting at the end of the bar with a man looking out of place in a sharp suit, gave me a
curious stare as I stomped past.

LOLA

The next morning Alexi arrived as usual. He was pretty sullen and I kept strictly to business. As
I was taking delivery I was distracted by a tapping at a window. I looked over but only saw a pigeon on
the sill outside. I checked over what Alexi had brought to make sure nothing was missing. When I
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glanced at the window again the pigeon was still out there. It seemed to be looking at me. I signed for
the stuff and Alexi went on his way. I went outside and the pigeon kept on staring directly at me.

I slowly reached out and the bird held it’s ground. It let me pick it up. There was a little tube
attached to one leg. I took the pigeon inside and pulled the tiny slip of paper from the tube.

Manuel, it is indeed a great day for the revolution! Say /ola to little
Manny, the first enlisted messenger to serve the LSA! Please feed him
some bread crumbs and send him back quickly, so we may know that our
maiden flight was a success.

“Well, how about that?” I said. “Hola, little Manny.” I tore a corner off of Alexi’s invoice and
wrote a short note: ‘Congrats, Sal. Manny did his job beautifully.’ I put it into the tube, fed the bird,
carried him outside and released him. I watched him fly in the direction of El Marrow until he was out
of sight.

When he was gone I turned to go back into the automat but stopped when I saw a woman
standing a few yards away also looking after the pigeon. Her back was to me, but she seemed familiar.
In fact, I was convinced I knew who she was.

“Meche...” I said when I got close to her. She turned around and let me see her lopsided face.

“Sorry, Manny,” Lola said, “it’s only me.”

“Oh,” I said, embarrassed and deeply disappointed. “Well, it’s good to see you, too. Why don’t
we go inside.” I led Lola inside the Rub-a-Mat and said, “We’re not officially open yet, but what the
hell, huh?”

Lola perched herself on a stool and asked, “What’s the story on the bird?”

“Oh, a friend of mine in El Marrow raises pigeons. Kind of a hobby. I get notes from him every
now and then. What about you? How’d you get here?”

Lola opened her purse and pulled out a wad of money. “It’s a little smaller now, but this is what
the guy in the DOD car gave to Eddie. I took it.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I said as I brought her a cup of coffee.

“I don’t care, Manny,” she said defiantly. “I had to get out of that dump! This won’t get me on a
ship, but it gets me closer.”

“Well,” I said, “I’m sure that little road stop wasn’t the most exciting place in the world, but
was it really that bad?”

Lola shrugged, “I got tired of Eddie treating me like his kid sister.”

“What was up with that anyway?” I asked as I got my own cup and a couple of bagels. I gave
one to Lola.

“I don’t know. Men are always treating me like their kid sister or daughter or something. It was
like that when I was alive, too. Even when I was old. I was 97 when I died, you know.”

“Really?” I asked. “I barely made it past 60.” I did a little calculating. “Were you ever a
flapper?”

Lola laughed. “I couldn’t even get as far as a Brooks bob! Mother wouldn’t allow it. I went
through the °20s with long hair and long dresses.”

As I had always understood things, the last thing a flapper ever did was ask for permission. “So
have you just gotten into town?”’ I asked.

“Yeah. I was walking up from the bus terminal when you came out with the pigeon.”

“Well, if you need a job we’ve got an opening here. You’ll have to talk to Jesus this afternoon,
but I think you’d be perfect. I think you said you know him, right?”

“I don’t know, Manny,” she said. “I don’t think I want to do any more waitressing.”
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“You wouldn’t be,” I assured her. “This is an automat, after all. The customers serve
themselves. We just have to keep the joint clean and stocked. You don’t even have to talk to the
customers most of the time, but it gets pretty boring if you don’t.”

“Would we work together?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said, “for a couple of hours, anyway.”

“That’s jake with me,” she said. “Where do you stop?”

“A place called the Normandie,” I said. “Whatever you do, stay away from the so-called Grand
Plaza.”

“Not so good, huh? Well, I'm set for a while, so the Normandie it is. Eddie’s wad will last me
even if I don’t get this job.”

“You’ll get it,” I said. “I’ll put in a good word for you with Jesus if that’s even needed. He’s
sick of doing the close, anyway, so you’re as good as in.”

“Where do I hang my hat?” she asked.

I laughed and said, “I don’t want to be rude, but I got to finish up getting this place ready to
open. No, no,” I said when Lola started to get off her stool, “you stay put, if you want. I’m not trying to
kick you out. I just gotta dance with this mop for a while.”

“Once a wallflower, always a wallflower, I guess,” she said.

“You?” I said. “I doubt it.”

Lola just shook her head.

“Oh, man!” I exclaimed. I had forgotten to take the food into the kitchen. I got that taken care
of before Jock came in and blew a gasket. When I got done and back to my mop, Lola was trying to
hide her laughter behind her hands. “Yeah, yeah,” I said, “I’m sure I’m very entertaining.”

“You have no idea,” she said. “How you scurried!”

“Hmpf!” I said and scurried some more to make up the time I had spent talking to Lola.

Jesus remembered Lola from years back and hired her on the spot, then promptly announced
he’d be taking the next couple of days off. The guy was getting very frazzled and I didn’t think it was
just the staffing problems he’d been having. I showed Lola the ropes.

“There’s a guy who comes in here mid-afternoon every day,” I said. “Sometimes mid-mornings,
too, depending on what kind of a night he’s had. Anyway, he’s a grump and a special project of mine. I
make a point of trying to draw him out. I don’t make myself a nuisance, just sort of make an effort to
connect with him.”

“Any luck?” she asked.

“Not a lot,” I admitted. “I’ve mainly got him to the point of saying hello without prompting.
You have no idea what an accomplishment that is. Anyway, if you don’t mind, I’d like you to work on
him, too. Just say hello, ask him how he is, that sort of thing. Maybe someday he’ll volunteer two
consecutive sentences.”

“So what’s his name? What does he look like?”

“His name is Toto Santos and, believe me, you won’t have any trouble picking him out.”

When Toto did arrive, Lola nudged me and whispered, “That’s not him...is it?”

“Got it in one, sweetheart,” I said. “Let me see what you can do with him.”

“OK, Manny,” she said and took a deep breath. She marched over to Toto as he was getting his
lengua and said brightly, “Hi there, Mr. Santos.”

Toto jumped slightly and said, “Just Toto.”

“OK, Toto. My name’s Lola.” She stuck out her hand.

Toto slowly took her hand and Lola shook it. Toto’s arm just flapped around in Lola’s grip.
“I’m working here now, so you’ll be seeing a lot of me,” she said.

“Sure. Excuse me,” he said and left.
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“Did I do all right, Manny?” she asked a little worriedly.
“Baby,” I said, “you were perfect!”

And I wasn’t kidding. After a few days Lola was getting Toto into actual—if short—
conversations. Meanwhile, Jesus got back to managing the Rub-a-Mat. I gave him a few days more
before asking for a Monday morning off. He was a little cranky about it. He quickly apologized for
being so testy, of course.

I told him not to worry about it and then asked, “Are you all right, mano? I mean, this is a
pretty sedate little business even when understaffed. I hope I’m not being too personal.”

“No, you’re not,” Jesus said. “And to tell you the truth, I don’t know what’s the matter with me.
I used to enjoy this place. I liked meeting new people as they passed through. But now...I don’t know.”

“Maybe you’re ready to move on,” I suggested.

“Is that your professional opinion?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Not really. I only saw people at the start of their journeys. Except for DOD people,
that is. But it sounds to me like you’re restless.”

“Maybe I am,” he admitted. “I’ve been in Rubacava a long time. I stopped to earn money for
passage over the sea and got to like the place.”

“Rubacava’s quite a town,” I said. “Do you think you’ve got the money you need?”

“Oh,” Jesus laughed, “more than enough! I’ve done well with my little automat. But maybe
you’re right. Maybe it is time to move on. I’d hate to just abandon the place, though.”

“Actually,” I admitted, “I’m kind of interested in it. I thought it was a nice piece of property
ever since I first saw it.”

“Really?” he said. “You’d be interested in taking the Rub-a-Mat over?”

“Sure. I mean, if you are moving on. If not, I’'m fine just working here.” The soft sell.

“You know,” Jesus said thoughtfully, “I don’t think I’d mind leaving the place so much if you
took it over. You’ve got drive, a strong sense of responsibility, and you’re good with people. Maybe I
should give it some serious thought.”

“Great,” I said. “So about that day off...?”

“OK, Calavera,” he said with a laugh. “Take next Monday off. It might be your last vacation for
a long time.”

SOWING SEEDS

Glottis said he’d let the guys at the gate know to let me in since Feline Meadows wasn’t open to
the public on Mondays. I got in before 9 and talked with Glottis a little while as he was getting the
Bone Wagon ready. There were about a dozen other demons with hot rods there. They had some pretty
nice cars, but the Bone Wagon stood out. Feline Meadows employees were trickling into the seats and
Glottis pointed Olivia out when she arrived.

I went to the section she was in. She was in a seat down toward the bottom. I just walked past
and leaned against the railing. The demons’ exhibition started with drag racing. They did four races and
Glottis won three of them. Then they did a ten-lap race. When they started, Glottis fell behind.

“Glottis! What the hell are you doing?!” I screamed. At the end of the first lap he was dead last.
“C’mon, mano, floor it! What’s wrong with you?!” He kept behind for a while then crept up to second
place. “You can do better than that! Glottis! Glottis!!”’ In the final lap the Bone Wagon suddenly leapt
forward. “Glottis! Go! Punch it, goddammit!” The Bone Wagon finished first. I realized then that
Glottis had been showing off.

When I was done yelling I became aware that Olivia was standing at the railing next to me.
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“Ye horned beast a friend of yours, man?” she asked dryly.

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s—was—my driver.”

“That’s a wailing chariot he’s got there,” she said.

“It’s what Glottis was made to do.”

“You’ve become quite a regular in the club, Calavera,” she said, changing the subject. “What
happened to the frill in the heels you were with the first time?”

“Carla? Oh, your club’s just not her scene.”

“I can imagine,” Olivia said. “The Blue Casket is from the wrong side of the Man. Not the
place for nice little bourgeois girls.”

“Your poem really threw her.” Olivia laughed. “How come you haven’t gone up much since
then?”

“Oh, Manny! That would be like the whole place was just a big temple set up to worship me! I
have to pace myself.”

“Not into the personality cult thing, huh?”

“You got it, daddy. I like to bring in fresh talent.”

“Yeah? Why don’t you have an open mic night? I remember a couple of clubs I went to when I
was alive that did that. Of course, some of the readings were pretty bad, but those joints were more
than just places to hang out and talk revolution.”

“That might not be a bad idea, actually.”

“Of course,” I said, “sometimes people can be a little timid. You might have to help get the ball
rolling.”

“You’re shameless,” she said with a laugh. “Still, it might help business.” She gave me an
appraising look. “Somehow you don’t really seem like the type that’d be into the Beat scene.”

“All my black turtlenecks are at the dry cleaners,” I said and Olivia chuckled. “I gotta admit,
though, the Blue Casket is more of a nostalgia trip for me. There really isn’t the kind of place in town I
could really go for. I may have to start it up myself.”

“Really?” she asked, a little interested. “What kind of joint do you have in mind?”

“Oh,” I said with a shrug, “it’s all a little vague still, but it’d be a nightclub, of course. A
restaurant, bar, small casino. Very upscale.”

“Sinking into the bourgeoisie, aren’t you, man?”’

“That’s where the money is,” I said. “I can think of better uses for it.”

She laughed. “T hear you, daddy.” Then she sobered. “But a casino...you’d be horning in on
Maximino’s racket.”

Which was my concern exactly. The straightforward approach wasn’t likely to work, so I
affected breezy unconcern and said, “I don’t think a roulette wheel or two is gonna put much of a dent
in this place.”

It was Olivia’s turn to shrug. “You don’t know Maxie,” she said. She paused to light a cigarette.
Outside of her club, she didn’t bother with the holder. “He might suddenly decide he’s been thinking
about going into the casino racket for years.”

“Maybe you could help me get Max’s good side.”

“He might want a little consideration.” Olivia said, getting to the heart of things I thought.

“How much?”

“It’s not that simple, man. Max might stick with the protection scam, or he could demand a
straight cut of the take, or maybe he’d just want a favor for one of his associates.” She shrugged again.

“Well,” I said, “it’s still early. I’'m not even sure yet whether I can get the property I have my
eye on.”

“Which property are you talking about?”

“The Rub-a-Mat. Jesus might be moving on. Maybe.”



64

“That’s pretty close to the Blue Casket,” Olivia said warily.

“Yeah, but we wouldn’t be competing for the same customers,” I said.

“So you say,” she said. “But unless you want serious trouble, you’d better swear to stay off my
turf and mean it.”

“No problem,” I said, crossing my sternum. “And besides, you might get some spillover from
my place from people who want to slum it a little.”

“I suppose I could find a better use for their money, too. Tell you what, Calavera. If you can
convince me you’re straight, maybe I can persuade Max to go easy on you. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said.

“Remember, that’s ‘if”,” she said. “You’ve gotta work hard to get into bed with me, daddy.”
She took a long drag on her cigarette, blew smoke toward me, and walked gracefully away.

When she’d disappeared down a tunnel toward an exit I shook myself out of it and turned
toward a different tunnel as if to prove I didn’t have to follow her.

Since I had the whole day off, I spent the time wandering around town, taking in some of the
sights I hadn’t seen yet, and finished up down at the docks intending to drop in on Glottis. I got
distracted by the sight of Gunnar sitting on a pile of discarded machinery behind a warehouse. He was
reading a small book.

He looked up, made a show of sighing, and went back to his reading when I approached. “I
hope that’s not Barbara Cartland,” I said when I got close.

He tried to give me a stern look of Bolshevik disapproval but gave it up and laughed. “No,” he
said. “Marx’s Amsterdam speech.”

I perched myself on some rusting iron ruin with a flywheel and asked, “Aren’t you worried
about being labeled a Revisionist?”

“Not likely,” he said. “I think you have the wrong idea about us, Clyde.”

I laughed. “I show I know what you’re reading from a three-word description and you sti// take
me for a cube.” I shook my head. “What does it take, mano!?”

“More than what you’ve got,” Gunnar said. “A lot more.”

“Oh, really?” I asked. “I think if you’re digging that speech then I must have made quite an
impression the other night, otherwise you wouldn’t be reading something that argued a position Lenin
declared invalid.”

“All right,” he confessed with a self-conscious laugh, “you got me. I was reminding myself of
the unexpected directions the dialectic can lead us. I suggested to Alexi and Slisko they do the same
but they just quoted Lenin at me.” He laughed again.

“Ah, so that’s why Alexi was so grumpy that morning.”

Gunnar’s chuckle died away as something drew his attention. I looked over in the direction of
his gaze and saw Slisko about fifteen feet away looking sour. Gunnar stood and without a word walked
over to Slisko who said something to him. Gunnar, louder than he needed to, replied with, “He’s not
that bad, Sly.” Slisko said something else, obviously more pungent than his first remark. Gunnar
shrugged and walked away. Slisko glared at me and then followed his friend.

Jesus seemed distracted when I went back to work the next day. I gave him his space. He had a
lot of thinking to do and he took his time. Days passed. I sent Glottis out again to search for Meche but
there was still no news and he found it harder to talk to people than before. They were becoming more
reluctant to open up, either from being repeatedly questioned or having had their silence bought by
Domino. I had similar trouble with my follow-up calls.

On the home front, my relationship with Carla was evolving from just friends into a little bit
more, but there was a small hitch: Meche. Not that Carla could be in any way jealous, I thought. I
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mean, how could she be jealous of a woman whose whereabouts were unknown and for whom I had
only a professional interest? But by this time everyone in Rubacava knew I wanted to locate someone
called Mercedes Colomar and I think, for Carla, Meche was almost the Other Woman. It didn’t help
that as time kept on passing, I kept getting more and more down about having no news about Meche.

One evening I took Carla to a quiet little restaurant in Rubacava’s old quarter—a dense cluster
of Plateresque buildings tucked into a little notch in the cliffs near the docks. It was one of those
neighborhoods where time had done its damage and moved on only to be followed by chic
entrepreneurs who renovated the buildings into ironic shops and sardonic bistros, all having a kind of
shabby elegance like an aging starlet in a débutante’s gown. Carla ate it up. I picked that particular
restaurant because it didn’t have a bar and served nothing stronger than wine.

We were seated at a small table near a wall, tucked between two suits of armor from the wrong
period. A Gypsy violinist meandered among the tables. The owners were confused about geography,
too. We got our drinks, ordered, and I settled into a quiet funk because it was nearly two months since
I’d arrived in Rubacava; Carla clicked her fingertips on the table top, waiting for me to say something.

“Bad day?” she asked eventually, sounding idly concerned.

I shifted to sit up a little straighter in my chair and reached for my wine glass, filled with
something white and a little too sweet for my tastes, possibly Riesling although God only knows how
when not even grapes grow in the Land of the Dead. “No,” I answered, “about average. I’ve been
thinking and it’s getting me down a little. I’'m sorry.” I elaborated with some moody silence.

Carla picked up her purse and opened it. She took out a penny and pushed it across the table
toward me. It was a cute gesture. I picked up the coin and turned it over in my fingers.

“These don’t buy as much as they used to,” I pointed out.

Carla shrugged lightly and projected a small smile. “It’s still the going rate.”

“All right,” I said and put the penny down. “I’ve been thinking about unfinished business. Old
unfinished business. And I think the older it gets, the harder it’s going to be to finish at all.” She took a
sip from her glass but didn’t say anything. Nice to see she knew how to sip. “You know what the
Petrified Forest is like. After all this time, you have to wonder.” I didn’t have to specify what
unfinished business I was talking about or why I should be thinking about that damn forest.

Carla began to set her glass down quickly, then stopped, then lowered it so it didn’t even click
against the table. “Yeah, Manny, | remember the forest,” she said, “but it’s not all that bad if you just
keep your head.” She paused for a few moments. “Are you sure that Colomar dame is just old business
to you?” she asked. The question seemed a little more insistent than it’s sisters had been in the past.
“I’m starting to think she’s your secret wife.”

“No, nothing like that,” I came close to snapping. First Salvador, now Carla. “She was only a
client.” Which wasn’t exactly true even if there was no romantic attachment but I couldn’t explain that
to Carla, not if [ wanted to keep my cover. “I’ve told you that before. I only met her that one time, you
know.”

“Yeah, I remember; but, if she is just an old client, why are you making your demon buddy
Glottis look for her?” Carla asked, sounding reasonable. “I mean, like, isn’t your responsibility over
once someone’s on their way? It’s not like you’re even a reaper any more; and, anyway, even if her
paperwork was messed up, like you always say, that wasn’t your fault.”

“No,” I said, “maybe it’s not, but you’re only partly right. Sure, when someone walked out of
my office, usually the only thing left to do was close the case and file the paperwork.” I stopped and
got a pack of cigarettes out of my breast pocket. I took my time taking one out and lighting it, giving
myself more time to think over my next words. “But you’re also partly wrong about it not being my
fault. Some of it was. I mean, I should’ve been able to pick up on what was happening,” like from the
day Domino turned up, “but I didn’t, and Meche got the wrong idea about her situation.”
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“Is that why you’re carrying a torch for her,” Carla asked, “because you feel guilty for making a
mistake?”

“I am not carrying a torch,” I said with some heat. “And I’m not exactly guilty. Call it a sense
of responsibility. I owe it to her to fix things. I’d feel the same way if it had been, I don’t know, let’s
say Velasco.”

“You’re very conscientious,” she said a little coolly, either simply because of what I was saying
to justify my concern for Meche or maybe just because I had used Velasco as an example.

I reached out to her hand that rested on the table. She didn’t withdraw it but she didn’t turn it
over to clasp mine back. “Don’t be that way,” I said. “She might be lost...or worse. What kind of
person would I be if that thought didn’t bother me?”’

After a moment’s consideration she admitted, “Probably a pretty sorry excuse for one,” with a
reluctant sigh, “but I don ¥ like being taken out by men who talk about other women.”

I shrugged and picked up the penny. “Want a refund?” I asked.

She pushed it and my hand back down, but gently. “Forget it,” she said. “I accepted delivery
without checking the invoice, didn’t I?”

“Caveat emptor.” I knocked the ash from my cigarette and took my first real drag on it. “So
what do you want to talk about?”

“You’ve had your turn,” she said, reaching over to take the cigarette out of my hand, “so / get to
talk about old boyfriends.”

Conversations like that just aren’t conducive to a completely harmonious relationship. On the
other hand, I’m not sure there has ever been such a thing as a completely harmonious relationship.
Everyone has a past and you just have to get along with that as best you can. At least, that was my take
on it.

MR. CALAVERA BUILDS His DREAM CASINO

One afternoon, shortly after Lola started her shift, I heard a tapping at a window. There was
another pigeon I didn’t recognize as Little Manny. I took the message from it’s tube, scribbled a reply
saying there were no developments on my end, and sent the bird on its way. I read the message before
going inside.

Manuel, we have found the head of the serpent! Using the computer
access you provided us, we picked up a thread that led us to the man who
corrupted the Department of Death! His name is Hector LeMans. Once a
small-time racketeer, he has grown fat and powerful by robbing the
newly dead. Watch out for the name Hector LeMans, my friend, and be
careful. Salvador.

That was something. And to think, we had part of the answer when I picked up that glowing
trophy in Domino’s office. But who was this Hector LeMans, I wondered. Could he be Eva’s ‘fatty in a
fez’? I thought of wiring Sal back to suggest that, but it seemed too remotely coincidental to be
possible. ‘LeMans’ wasn’t a name I remembered from my time with the DOD, but it was a big
organization. I shook my head, defeated in my solitary mental battle, and went back into the automat
where I knew what was what. So I thought at the time.

“What’s up?” Lola asked. “Bad news?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. An honest, if worthless, answer.
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Before Lola could say anything else, Jesus came down from his office and asked me to come
up.

“I’ve decided to leave,” he said when we were both seated. “Staying seems...pointless. I’ve
already got a ticket. I sail for Puerto Zapato in a couple of weeks.”

“Congratulations.” I almost said ‘mazel tov’, but I remembered the temporal dimension in time.

“So, that just leaves this place to take care of. I had thought of just giving the Rub-a-Mat to you
outright, but...well, suffice it to say the dead can’t will property and my lawyer says just transferring
the deed would only raise suspicions. Unwarranted, sure, but this is Rubacava and the public
prosecutor sees Maximino’s hand in everything.”

There was nothing I needed to say to that, especially since I wanted to get into Max’s good
graces through Olivia.

“All the same,” Jesus said, “I won’t be needing any money where I’m going. I’ve put aside
what I need to get me from Puerto Zapato to the end of the line, and there’s quite a bit left over.” He
took some papers from his desk. He handed one to me. “This shows the market value on this place.”

I looked it over. It matched what I had already learned. “Looks fair,” I said. “I think my bank
will loan me what I need.” In fact, I already knew it would, having already talked to them while Jesus
had been making up his mind. I actually only needed to get a loan for about half of it. The rest was
coming from Glottis. His DOD salary had been small, but he’d been there a very long time and he’d
led a simple life. He wanted to go in with me on the nightclub, so I promised to make him half-owner.

“Good,” Jesus said and then he shook his skull. “It makes the whole transaction absurd, but
before I go, I’'m going to transfer to you my surplus. That will include what you’re paying me for the
automat.”

I was floored. “You’re kidding me, right?” I asked.

“No,” he said, “I’'m not. I won’t need money any more, and I’'m sure you can find some use for
it.” That was an understatement. “Come on,” he said, standing up, “let’s get this taken care of now. I’'m
sure you’ve already got that loan worked out.”

I laughed as I got up. “Am I that transparent?”

“You’re no fool,” he answered. “You’ve got a head for business, Calavera, and only a fool
wouldn’t be prepared for my decision.”

So we took care of it. In a short time I was the new owner of the Rub-a-Mat and a few days
later Jesus took a cruise ship bound for the end of the line.

I already had an architect lined up. After I took over the Rub-a-Mat I dug up the original
drawings and we talked about remodeling the place. Jesus had given me his money, as he promised,
and I paid off my loan. The remainder of Jesus’ money would go into the Rub-a-Mat’s conversion,
along with Glottis’ money and another loan from my bank (who weren’t much happy with how fast I'd
paid off the first but were ecstatic with the idea of yet another, bigger loan). Jesus hadn’t been kidding
when he said he’d done well with the place, but I needed to get a second loan to cover the full costs.
After Jesus sailed I was almost ready to bring my plans to Olivia. But first [ had to take care of Lola.

I came into the Rub-a-Mat while Lola was doing the close to talk to her about what I was
planning.

“It’1l take a while to get this place made over into a nightclub,” I said, “and I’d like you to keep
working for me. How long can you get by on Eddie’s bribe?”

“A long time,” she said. “I haven’t had to touch it since getting this job, and I’ve actually been
able to save some of what I’ve been making.” Lola laughed. “Strange to think I’'m solvent for the first
time since Daddy lost everything in the crash in ’29.”

“Well, if you stick with me, baby, your savings will grow pretty fast. The house has the
advantage, after all. I’d like you to help me supervise the construction work.”
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“I don’t know nothin’ about architecture or contractors or anything like that!”” Lola protested.

“Neither do I,” I shrugged. “But I’ll need help keeping an eye on things and I don’t think
Glottis is up to it.” I tapped my skull. “If you can get by on what you’ve got, great. But if you don’t
want to dip into your stash, I’ll understand.”

“I’11 help out, Manny,” Lola said earnestly. “When do we start?”

“Not sure. Before we do anything, I’ve got to make sure we’re square with Olivia Ofrenda, so
that’s the first thing we’ve got to take care of.”

“What does Olivia have to do with anything?”

“According to gossip—and the woman herself, by the way—she’s in tight with Maximino.
She’s more or less promised that if she doesn’t like my club, she’ll get Max to throw his muscle
around.”

“Such a sweet little girl,” Lola said.

“She’s just protecting herself,” I said. “Not that she has anything to worry about. Her customers
are riff-raff while we’re going after the elite. Or maybe it’s the other way ’round.”

“So what do we do about her?”

“Well, I’ll just show her my plans. That ought to convince her she’s got nothing to worry
about.”

That Sunday Lola and I went down to the Blue Casket while it was still closed. I figured that if
Lola was going to help me keep an eye on things, she might as well be in on everything from the
beginning. I spread out my plans on a table and Olivia looked them over.

“So we’ve got the restaurant and the bar here,” I said, pointing them out, “and the casino back
here. We’ve got three roulette wheels, blackjack, poker, and craps.”

“No slot machines?” Olivia asked.

“No!” I said emphatically. “That crowd I don t need.”

“And no video gambling,” Lola added, “and not even public phones.”

“There’s nothing here that gets on Max’s turf,” I said.

“Maybe,” Olivia said, taking a long drag from the cigarette in its holder. “I’m not really all that
concerned about Max. The real question is, do / need to worry about you?”

“Look at the plans,” I said. “I don’t see anything here that would appeal to your customers. Do
you?”’

Olivia puffed on her cigarette for a while. “No,” she eventually said. “What else have you got?”

“What more do you want?” I asked. “Our two clubs might as well be on different planets, for
Christ’s sake!”

“What I want, Clyde, is for you to stay in your own back yard. Stick to fleecing the bourgeoisie
and keep out of my part of town. Don’t get ideas about expanding and don t advertise around the docks
or in the radical papers. You get me?”

“Got,” I said. “I don’t mess with your stuff...and you don’t mess with mine.”

Olivia fixed her eye sockets on me for a few seconds. “OK,” she finally said. “I can live with
that.” She jabbed a skeletal finger at me. “But don’t you ever cross me, man.”

“No problem,” I said.

It took a little while to get the plans finalized and the contractors lined up. Then I shut down the
Rub-a-Mat and we got started. The first step, of course, was getting the insides of the place ripped out.
That was tough, emotionally. I liked the old place a lot but you can’t fund a revolution with an automat,
no matter how well it’s been doing. Once the building was reduced to a shell, the reconstruction began.
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One afternoon we got a visitor. I became aware of a few men standing at the edge of the
property. One of them caught my eye. I went over to them and held out my hand to the one that stood
out.

“You must be Maximino,” I said. Olivia had sent word through Glottis (she was making a show
of not speaking to me) to expect him sometime. “I’m Calavera. Manny Calavera.”

Max took off his hat and did his best to grind my hand into a fine powder. “Pleased ta meet ya,
Calavera,” he growled. “I would’a been at the ground breaking, but the track keeps me very busy.”

“No problem,” I said. “Would you gentlemen like to look the place over?”

Max turned slightly to his companions but I sensed his attention remained on me. “Why don’t
you boys beat it, huh? Me and Mr. Calavera have business to discuss.” The others took a couple of
slow steps and then stopped. Max turned his suddenly-baleful gaze full on them. “I said scram!” he
snapped. The little gang quickly melted away.

“They worry about me,” Max said as I led him over to the building. “They’re afraid they won’t
get their cut if | make money and they’re not around.”

“I guess it’s good not to have an entourage,” I said, risking a somewhat critical response.

“You’re smart, Calavera,” Max said, rewarding the chance I’d taken, “very smart.” He gave me
a manly thump on the shoulder. “You’ll go far. So what’ve you got goin’ here?”

“Just a little club. Nothing big.” I took Max into the contractor’s hut and showed Max the
plans. “Got a restaurant here, and a bar...”

“Got a mirror behind the bar?”

“Well...”

“Better put one in, Manny. A bartender needs to know what’s goin” on when his back is turned.
One of the speaks I had in Chi didn’t happen to have one. ‘Pimple’ Orwell got the drop on my boy
’cause there wasn’t a mirror an’ suddenly I didn’t have that place no more—so put a mirror in.”

“I’11 do that, Max.” He beamed at the familiarity. “Thanks. Let me tell you about the casino.”

“You puttin’ a casino in, too?” Max asked. Like he didn’t already know.

“Sure. It’s back through here.” I showed him on the plans. “We’ve got roulette, poker, craps,
and blackjack.”

“Hey, that’s fuckin’ great!” Max clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ve always said this burg needs
casino gambling.”

“Yeah?”

“Sure. People keep sayin’ to me, ‘Hey, Maxie! Put a wheel in that lounge of yours!”” Max
shook his head. “That ain’t for me. I’m in the kitty business. This’ll take some of the heat off. But
where the hell are the phones?”

“Well, there’ll be one in my office, and one in the cloak-room...”

“No, no, no,” Max said with an impatient shake of his skull. “Where the customers can get at
em.”

“Oh, well, if someone wants to bet on a race, they can go to your track, Max.”

“That’s a mistake, Calavera,” Max scolded. “Let em call their bookies.” Max clicked his
fingers. “Hell, what am I sayin’? I’1l arrange it so’s they can call the track direct.” I saw dollar signs
spin in Max’s eye sockets as he started figuring the kickback into his betting revenue. “We’ve gotta
work together to make this a first-class burg ’cause I tell ya, Manny, those punch boards just don’t cut
it.”

I nodded. “You’re right, Max.”

“Well,” Max said as he put his hat back on, “I guess you’ve got a good little club here, Manny.
Not as nice as my girlfriend’s, of course, but...” Max shrugged.

“Did you say...your girlfriend?”
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“Hey, Manny! Don’t pretend you don’t hear the gossip. It’s not a secret any more. Olivia and I
are officially an item.” He clapped my shoulder again. “Don’t forget to invite me to the grand
opening.”

“I won’t, Max,” I said.

Max left the hut after giving my hand another crushing. After taking a few steps, he turned
halfway toward me. “By the way,” he said over his shoulder, “Chief Bogen is a pal of mine. Be sure ’n’
show him a good time if he turns up in your club.” He nodded and walked away.

“Oh, man!” I breathed.

CROSSED ‘W'IRES

“The police chief?” Glottis asked when I told him the story. “Why in the underworld does Max
care if e has a good time?”

“My guess is it’s Max’s price for not stomping on me. I make Bogen happy...Max is happy.”

“I dunno, Manny,” Glottis said in a cautious tone, “I don’t think I like this crowd.”

“Don’t worry, mano,” 1 said. “As long as we make money,” and Max had reputation for treating
his associates well, “I don’t care how sleazy our company is.”

“But what about Miss Colomar?”” Glottis asked pointedly.

“That’s what this is all about, buddy.”

“Huh?” His ears twitched a couple of times.

“Look, we haven’t had any luck finding Meche, yeah? My guess is she’s hiding out. We’re
looking for her, Domino’s looking for her. I don’t know about you, but that’d make me nervous as hell.
So I put my name up in lights, make a big splash, and maybe that’1l draw her out.”

“Maybe,” Glottis said doubtfully.

“And, as a bonus, any profit the club makes I can funnel to the LSA.”

“That’s a pretty good idea,” Glottis admitted. “Hey!” he suddenly exclaimed, pulling a
newspaper out of his pocket. “Did you see this?”

“I haven’t had much time for the papers lately,” I said.

“That’s too bad, Manny, ’cause you’re missing some interesting stuff. Take a look at this,” he
pointed out an article.

“/Hijole!” 1 said as I read it. “I had no idea the LSA was getting so busy.” Hell, I hadn’t even
known we were making the papers at all.

“That’s nothin’, Manny,” Glottis said. “A couple’a weeks ago, they raided this warehouse, took
a lot of chemicals, broke into some DOD offices, and then ransacked *em good.”

“Yeah?” I hadn’t heard about any of this from Sal. Not too surprising, considering how far from
the main action I was. “Whose offices?”

“Dunno, Manny. Papers didn’t say.”

“So the DOD decides to arm its security agents and the LSA knocks over the shipment. Sal’s on
top of things, all right,” I said admiringly.

“If you say so, Manny,” Glottis said, less so, “but I don’t like it. People are gonna get hurt.”

“I know, buddy,” I agreed, “but, somehow, I don’t think Hector’s gang will give up without a
fight. The right tools for the job, you know?”

Glottis shrugged. “Yeah, well, I still don’t like it.”

It was my turn to shrug. “So what can you do about it?”

“Hey, I almost forgot!” Glottis exclaimed. “This came for you while you were away.” He held
out a telegram.

“What’s it say?” I asked.
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“’Dunno, Manny. I didn’t open it.”
So I opened it myself. It was from Salvador, and it was a pip.

MANUEL

I AM TROUBLED BY REPORTS OF YOU BUYING THE AUTOMAT
AND CONVERTING IT INTO A NIGHTCLUB STOP ITS FINE FOR
YOU TO BE COMFORTABLE IN RUBACAVA FOR YOUR LONG
STAY BUT I PRAY YOU HAVENT LOST SIGHT OF THE LARGER
GOALS STOP IT IS NOT IN THIS WORLD BUT THE NEXT IN
WHICH OUR TRUE GLORY LIES

SALVADOR LIMONES

“Well, isn’t that just ducky,” I growled. I grabbed my jacket and put it on. “Keep an eye on
those building supplies, carnal...just until Lola gets here.” It was time to get a few things settled.

I went down to the Blue Casket. Olivia had been a little inhospitable when work started on my
club but I think it was an act to telegraph the proper attitude to her customers. She reverted to normal
once she saw that her customers were not only uninterested, some were openly hostile. Like Alexi and
Slisko.

Gunnar was a somewhat different story. We had started to bump into each other from time to
time intentionally by accident; sometimes around the dockyards, sometimes at the bar of the Blue
Casket, wherever, and talked. When word spread around town I was going to open a nightclub, Gunnar
dropped by the night I closed the Rub-a-Mat for good. Lola and I had cleaned out the kitchen and all
the food slots and loaded it into a truck Jock had rented to haul the stuff down to the demon quarter of
Rubacava. I’d heard that some of the Sea Bees had been laid off and I figured they could use the food.
After Jock had taken off and Lola had gone home, I went back into the Rub-a-Mat to sort of say good-
bye to the old place as it was before I started transforming it. When I was done moping around I went
up to the office to collect the few papers I hadn’t yet moved to my hotel room, stuffed them into my
briefcase, and went down to the front doors. Before I reached them there was a tapping at the glass and
I saw a shadowy figure outside. It was Gunnar. Something about his body language made me let him
in.

“’Fraid I can’t offer you anything, mano,” 1 said as I closed the doors behind him. “I just sent
what’s left of the food down to the out-of-work Sea Bees.”

“I don’t need anything to eat, Clyde,” Gunnar said. He gave me a searching look. “What I need
is an explanation.” He paused to take a deep breath. “A casino!?” He shook his head. “I was really
starting to think you were one of us.”

I sighed, walking into the dining area and turning on the lights. “There are a lot of ways to fight
a revolution,” I said, “and most of them need money.”

Gunnar followed me in and remained standing while I sat down at a table. “You truly are a
disappointment,” he said. “You really had me with all that jive about justice...and it was all just smoke
and mirrors.”

“No. Don’t say that,” I said, almost pleading. “And sit down. Let’s talk like the comrades you
know we are.”

He sat down but said, “I don’t know that at all. Give me a reason to believe in you. Like join us
on the docks. Help us organize the workers.”

“You know I’d like to.” Gunnar gave me a look of bitter disappointment. “I really would,” I
insisted, “but believe me when I say I’ve got a bigger job to do. There are people in El Marrow who
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need the kind of money a casino can pull in. There’s another revolution, Gunnar, one fighting
corruption and oppression much worse than that of the maritime union.”

Gunnar looked at me, a calculating look in his eye sockets. “Supposing I wanted to believe
you,” he said, “why haven’t you said anything about this before?”

“I can’t talk openly about my underground gig, man, or I’d put the whole scene in dangerville.”

“Maybe so,” he allowed. “Maybe not. I don’t know. But I do know that a man with a cause
doesn’t keep quiet about it...not around his comrades.” He was twisting the knife and he knew it. 'm
sure he wanted to see how I’d react.

“You know,” I said after a few moments, “you remind me of my friend, Salvador Limones.”

Gunnar just stared for several seconds. The eyes he no longer had seemed to go wide and he
took the bait. “You know Salvador Limones?” he breathed. I had never spoke of Salvador to Gunnar
apart from mentioning his name that one time, but I knew that word of the LSA was starting to get
around the radical grapevine. Gunnar leaned forward, eager for news. He was hooked. “What’s he
like?”

“He’s not a man you can know from a description,” I said. “You have to meet him.” I shook my
head. “But I’'m not sure you or your two friends ever will.”

Gunnar looked confused and maybe a little hurt. “I don’t get you.”

“I’m talking about genuine revolutionary instincts, carnal. That’s what Sal is looking for, not
just cats who can spout Marx and Engels and Lenin chapter and verse. The revolution isn’t stock
answers to a catechism.” I stood up and moved toward the doors. “I don’t know if you three will ever
get it.”

Gunnar knew a dismissal when he heard one. He got up, followed me out, and walked slowly
away as I locked up. From that night on, whenever we crossed paths, Gunnar was even more polite
than before. We spoke alone several times after that meeting in the old Rub-a-Mat and he said he was
trying to get Alexi to see I wasn’t a class enemy, but he didn’t seem to be having a lot of luck. He was
having even less, if that were possible, with Slisko.

So when I walked into the Blue Casket after getting Sal’s telegram, Gunnar gave me a friendly
nod while Alexi tried to pretend I wasn’t there.

Slisko wasn’t the quiet type. “Hey, look who’s making the scene!” he exclaimed. “It’s Manny
Calavera, the up, the down, the backside of the nouveau riche!”

“Hey, trust funder,” I needled him in return, sitting down uninvited (the only way I ever sat at
their table in those days). I turned my attention to Gunnar. “So, do you think you’re ready to meet
Salvador Limones?” I was speaking for the others’ benefit, mostly, and Gunnar seemed to understand
because he kept quiet.

“Salvador Limones?” Slisko asked incredulously as if on cue. “Salvador Limones is a fairy tale,
a spook story the Man tells the masses as he puts them to sleep.”

Alexi couldn’t ignore that. “Idiot!” he bit off. “Salvador Limones is a very real and a very great,
great man.” He turned to glare at me. “And it’s a sure thing he’d have nothing whatsoever to do with
you.”

“A sure thing?” I said, standing up. “You’re forgetting that the odds are always in the house’s
favor.” Alexi glared. “I can have Salvador here within a week.” Slisko laughed and Alexi just looked
angry. Gunner looked hopeful. I turned and walked toward the exit.

Olivia stopped me before I got there. “Who is Salvador Limones?” she asked.

“Olivia!” I chided. “What kind of revolutionary are you?”

“Who said I was a revolutionary?”” she asked with what I took to be mock innocence. “Still,
maybe I should study up. It could impress the customers.”

I laughed and started for the door again. “I gotta go. Catch you later, hep chick.”

“Keep practicing that lingo, man,” she called out after me, “you’ll get it.”
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The truth was, despite the certainty I displayed to Alexi’s gang, I wasn’t sure whether I could
get Salvador to Rubacava at all, much less inside a week. If I couldn’t, then the LSA would never get
any traction there. I had little credit with Alexi and none with Slisko and while I had practically landed
Gunnar, his friends weren’t exactly holding on to his coat tails. There was no one else I knew in
Rubacava who would have been as suitable. Maybe Olivia, but her connections to Maximino bothered
me a little and I wasn’t sure how to approach her without giving too much away. I contacted Salvador
the next morning but I only had to say I needed him to come to Rubacava. He didn’t want me saying
anything over the phone. He said he’d come if I sent Glottis for him, so I did.

GARDEN PARTY

Glottis had been gone a couple of days when something very disturbing happened. Carla and I
were at a quiet little restaurant in an upscale part of town on the largest island. The maitre d’ told me 1
had a phone call. It was Lola and she was very agitated.

“Manny,” she exclaimed when I got on the wire, “you gotta get over here right away

“Lola? What’s up?”

“Something ferrible has happened! I've already called the cops. Please, Manny...hurry

“The cops?! What’s going on?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know what to call it! Stop asking questions and get over here!”

“OK, Lola. I'm on my way.” I hung up and went back to Carla.

“I gotta go,” I said to her. “Something’s up. Waiter! Check!” I took a long drag on my cigarette
before stubbing it out

Carla folded her arms. “Is it about that Mercedes Colomar?” she asked coldly.

“No,” I answered. “Lola was too upset to say what it’s about, but it’s serious enough for the
cops to be involved. Thanks.” I glanced at the check and peeled off a few bills. “Forget the change.” I
headed for the door but glanced back to see Carla following me. “Why don’t you finish your dinner?”

Carla pushed me forward. “You’re killing me.”

We got to the construction site. It was full of flashing lights and cops. Fortunately, being at the
top of the cliff, the activity hadn’t attracted too big a crowd.

“Manny!” Lola cried out when she saw me.

“What’s all this about?” I demanded when she had rushed up to me.

She pointed over to a pile of supplies beyond the contractor’s hut. “It’s over there.” She
shuddered.

“What is?”

“Why don’t you just go and look,” Carla snapped. She took Lola by the shoulders and led her
aside. “It’1l be all right,” she soothed, the younger woman taking the role of the elder.

I went over to where Lola had indicated but was stopped by an officious-looking cop. “Are you
Calavera?” he asked.

“Yes, I am. What’s going on here?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. Come and look at this.” He led me around to the far side
of the pile and pointed.

“;Dios mio!” 1 exclaimed. “Irises!” I felt sick and turned away. “Any idea who he was?” I asked
the cop.

He shook his head and said, “I’m wondering what you might know about this.”

“Me?” I exclaimed. “I just got here. Didn’t Lola see or hear anything?”’

The cop looked hard at me, then shrugged. “Most likely he was sprouted elsewhere and just
dumped here. Unfortunately.”

"7

'77
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A long car pulled up just then and a slow-moving, tall but stooped-over man got out. The cop
waved him over. “Over here, Membrillo,” he called out.

“Bogen,” the man said by way of greeting. He glanced at me and then back at the police chief.
“What have you got?” he asked Bogen.

“Another sprouting,” Bogen answered. “Seems like the others.”

Membrillo knelt beside the man-shaped vegetation and started spreading apart leaves and
stems. “Hmm,” he said. “No clothes. Anything found around here?”

“No,” Bogen said. “Nothing yet.”

Membrillo turned the sprouted soul partly over and felt around. “There’s a nick at the back of
the skull,” he said. He looked up at Bogen. “This was an execution.” I shuddered. “See if you can find
the dart, this time. Maybe it can be traced.”

“Tell me something I don’t already know,” Bogen said angrily. He made himself calm down.
“OK, let’s get him into the wagon. I want an ID as soon as possible.” Membrillo took a notebook out of
a pocket and began writing.

Bogen directed a couple other cops to get a body bag out of Membrillo’s car. They waited until
Membrillo stopped writing. He tore off a sheet and handed it to Bogen. Then they put the sprouted soul
into the bag and carried it to the car.

“I’ll finish the preliminaries tonight,” Membrillo said to Bogen. “Send me in the morning
whoever you think I should see.” With that he went back to his car and drove off.

“OK, Calavera,” Bogen said, “I want you to go down to the morgue tomorrow morning. Maybe
you can identify the victim.”

“Lola, too?” I asked.

“Yes,” Bogen said. “And that girl you arrived with. I’'m going to leave a man here. You go
home. Sergeant! Let’s clear these people off!” He moved away to direct his men in driving away the
small group of spectators.

I collected Lola and Carla. “C’mon,” I said, “let’s get out of here.”

Lola hesitated. “What about—"

“Bogen’s leaving someone on guard. Let’s go somewhere and take our minds off things for a
while.”

Later that night, after parting company with Carla and Lola (who had accepted Carla’s
invitation to spend the night at her place), I went back to my hotel and was letting myself into my room
when a shadow detached itself from near the fire exit down the hall.

“Sorry I startled you,” Gunnar said after I climbed down from the ceiling. “Got a minute?”

“Sure, mano,” 1 said. “Come in.” I pushed the door open and Gunnar followed me in. “Drink?”
I asked.

Gunnar just shook his head and jerked his thumb back toward the door as he walked over to the
curtained windows. I shut the door and turned to see him carefully opening a tiny gap in the curtains to
peer down toward the street.

“You’re very secret agent tonight,” I said with a laugh.

Gunnar turned toward me and said, “I heard about what happened.”

“Yeah?” I sat down on the edge of the bed and kicked off my shoes. The tie came off next and
was tossed somewhere on the sheets behind me. “What have you heard?”

Gunnar moved over to the small table near the door and leaned back against it, folding his
arms. “A sprout was left at the construction site. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything, but there are
rumors.”

I sighed. “I’ve had a long day, so...”
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“Sometimes cats from El Marrow make the scene,” Gunnar said. “Some hear things there about
a rogue DOD agent making trouble in Rubacava.” That was interesting. “The stories aren’t very
specific,” Gunnar said with a shrug, “other than to say that the Man isn’t very happy. Could be he’s
unhappy enough to send the troublemaker a message.”

“Or maybe,” I said, “bad things just happen and shit has to land somewhere.”

Gunnar nodded slowly. “You can’t escape gravity.” He stood away from the table. “Like you
said, it’s been a long day and it’s time for me to scat.”

“Thanks for dropping by,” I said as Gunnar went out and shut the door behind him. It wasn’t
until he was gone that I realized his gravity remark wasn’t really meant as agreement.

The next morning I went to the morgue with Lola. Carla had already gone on her own. Lola
was still pretty upset and wasn’t looking forward to having to take a close look at the sprouted soul.
Neither was I, truth be told. Seeing it in near darkness was enough for me and Membrillo’s digging
around in the foliage had given me nightmares.

When we got to police headquarters we met Maximino coming out of the corridor we were
directed to go down. “What are you doing here?”’ I asked in surprise.

“Same thing you are, Calavera,” he growled. “Takin’ a look at that corsage they found on your
property.”

“Yeah? Anyone you know?”

Max shook his head. “No. And I didn’t recognize the last five either.”

“Five more sproutings?!” I exclaimed.

“Yeah. All in the last three months, ta boot. I’'m tellin’ ya, Calavera...if this keeps up, business
ain’t gonna be so hot. People’ll stay away from here if they get it in their heads they’ll be sprouted, I’1l
tell ya that twice.”

“This 1sn’t good,” I said, but was perversely relieved. All those sproutings punched a giant hole
in Gunnar’s theory that someone was sending me a message. Then I noticed Max staring at Lola.
“Oops,” I said. “Manners. Max, this is my friend Lola. She’s the one who found the body.”

“Pleased ta meet ya, Lola,” Max said. He took her hand and kissed it. “Not the kind of thing a
nice girl like you should hafta see.”

“Even worse for the guy that got shot,” Lola said weakly.

“She’s got heart,” Max said to me. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a little card.
He handed it to Lola and said, “Here ya go. A temporary pass to the High Rollers’ Lounge at the track.
Come see the kitties, knock back a few, forget about your troubles for a while, OK?”

“Sure...Max,” Lola said, taking the card.

“Hey, Max,” I cut in, “just why is Bogen dragging you down here to see these sproutings? I
can’t imagine you being connected to something like this.”

“You’re smart, Calavera. I already told ya that, right? Bogen, he’s not that smart. He sees a hit,
he thinks of me, the rat.” Max put his hand over his sternum. “Me, I’'m a legitimate businessman. |
don’t have time for the rough stuff and I make sure my boys don’t, either.”

“Then maybe some new outfit is moving into town,” I said, suddenly thinking of Hector and
Domino.

Max gave me a surprised look. “You might have something there. I hadn’t thought of that. It’s a
cinch Bogen won’t.” I sensed his frown. “I’ll hafta look into this.” He started to walk away. “If
someone is muscling in on my territory, I’ll give ’em what for!”

I took Lola’s elbow and steered her down the corridor to the morgue. “C’mon, let’s get this over
with.”

“He doesn’t seem all that bad,” Lola said.
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“Max?” I shrugged. “I guess not. But you heard what he said. He’s a ‘legitimate businessman’
and you know what that means.”

Lola did her own shrug. “We’re all stuck in the Land of the Dead. You know what that means.”

“Not a bad point, actually,” I said. We came to the morgue. “You ready?”

“Are you?” she asked.

“Are you kidding?”

We went in. Membrillo was waiting for us. “I’ll make this quick,” he said. “Look at this face
and tell me if you recognize it.”

Membrillo had cleared the vegetation from the skull. It was covered by green stubble, but the
face was clear enough.

“I’ve never seen him before,” Lola said. “Manny...” she ran out.

I took a step toward the door.

“She’ll be all right,” Membrillo said, “eventually. First things first.”

I sighed and made myself look closely at the sprouted man’s face. “No,” I said. “Never saw him
before.”

“No one ever does,” Membrillo said, “but thank you for your time.” He turned back to the body
and started feeling among the leaves and flowers.

I was glad I no longer had a gag reflex. “What exactly are you looking for?” I asked.

He glanced back at me. “I’m digging for a treasure part of me does not wish to find. When I
uncover that sad doubloon that tells me who this poor soul is, my reward is not riches, but the chance
to make a phone call and break someone’s heart.”

“Doesn’t anyone ever come to claim them?” I asked. Membrillo shook his head. “What a sad
story.”

“Death makes sad stories of us all.”

I wondered if he was always this cheerful. “How do you do this job?”

“Without becoming jaded, you mean? My secret to happiness is that I have the heart of a
twelve-year-old boy.” He pointed toward a counter. “I keep it over here in a jar. Would you like to see
it?”

“No!”

“Sorry.” He sounded amused rather than sorry. “Old coroner joke.”

“Well,” I said, turning to go, “don’t let me bother you.”

“Always nice to have visitors,” Membrillo said as I left.

I found Lola out in the lobby. She was sitting hunched over with her face in her hands. I patted
her shoulders. “You OK?”

She looked up. “I feel sick and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“You and me both. Let’s get out of here.”

When we got back out on the street, Lola tugged my sleeve. “I don’t know if I can go back,
Manny.”

“Hey, it’s not like you to be a quitter,” I chided.

“I’'m not,” she said. “It’s just...I mean, I...” she trailed off. “Maybe we’re in danger,” she
finally got out.

“We’re not,” I insisted. “That body was just dumped there. It’s got nothing to do with us.”

“But what if more show up?”

I shook my head. “That won’t happen. Having a pattern would be the surest way of getting
caught. Whoever did this thought our mess would make a good hiding place, that’s all. Next time—if
there is a next time—they’ll find a new spot. We’re free and clear now, I promise.”

“Well, OK, Manny. If you say so.” Lola took my arm and we started walking. “Maybe I’ll go to
the track tonight.”
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“Sure,” I said. ““You could use a little distraction.”

IMPRESSING COMMIES

Things were a little strained that day at the construction site. The workers were badly rattled
when they learned there had been a sprouting, but the foreman got them going after a while. The next
day they were back up to speed. In the afternoon of that second day the Bone Wagon came roaring into
the parking lot. Salvador climbed down from the back and Glottis pealed away to the docks. I was
relieved to see Salvador in a gray suit and not his fatigues. I walked over to him where he stood
looking things over.

“Welcome to Rubacava, Sal,” I said.

“Thank you, Manuel.” He clasped my hand.

I gestured over to the far edge of the lot and we started walking there. “We’ve got to get
together on a couple of things,” I said. “But first, how’s Eva?”

“She is well, and sends her love.”

I sat down on the curb and, after a brief hesitation, Salvador dropped his small grip and joined
me.

“I hear you’ve been busy in El Marrow.”

“Yes,” Salvador said as he got out two cigarettes, passing one to me. “The movement now has
true momentum. Thank you,” he said as I gave him a light. “Our numbers are rapidly growing. Much
of this is due to our communications and intelligence systems, both of which we owe to you.”

“Money’s a problem, though, isn’t it?”

Salvador shrugged. “We are not seeking profit, my friend, but I will admit we are having
trouble financing our operations. This is something I did not anticipate.”

“I bet it’s especially tough when you’re up against guys who can break into the DOD’s piggy
bank.”

“This is true. Our agents are committed, but we must often deal with those who do not share
our convictions. And we must equip ourselves for the struggle.” Salvador puffed on his cigarette.
“Forgive me, Manuel, but may I ask you where you are going with this?”

“Do you know what a successful casino can bring in?”” Salvador shook his head. “It can be a
lot, and the people in this town are begging for new places where they can throw away their money.
See what I’'m getting at?”

“I believe I do. But this may be a dangerous game, assuming you can become profitable. What
about debt?” he gestured at the construction work.

I shrugged. “It’s pretty light, actually. The guy I bought this place from left for the Ninth
Underworld. He did all right with the automat. He kind of liked me and gave me everything over and
above what he needed to get him to the end of the line. And Glottis has chipped in some of his own
savings. There’s quite a night life in Rubacava. It shouldn’t take too long to start turning a profit.”

“Perhaps,” Salvador said thoughtfully. “I won’t deny that this might ease our financial
problems, but channeling funds to us may be dangerous.”

“I agree and that brings us to the second issue, the one I need help with.” I took a final drag on
my cigarette and flicked it away. “Sal, I’'m stymied. I don’t have a computer and there aren’t any
disaffected DOD employees to work with here. Most of the people in this town are trying to get on a
boat, or they’re just out for the ride, or something. Getting involved with any cause is the last thing on
their minds.”
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Salvador nodded. “We face such difficulties in El Marrow as well, but I do recognize your lack
of adequate intelligence. This is why I have not been pressuring you despite our urgent need to acquire
other agents in Rubacava.”

“Well, there are some guys that might work out—"

“Excellent!”

“...except most of them won’t give me the time of day. They’re a bunch of old-fashioned
commie beatniks.” Salvador seemed amused. “Pretty hard-core but they’re the only people I’ve met
here who want to change things.”

“And you think they would be suitable for the LSA?”

“They’re all primed for revolution. And no one takes them seriously. It’s a great cover. They
could work for us and no one would pay any attention. Trouble is, I’ve only managed to convince one
of them that I’'m not a tool and he’s not the leader of the bunch.” I gestured over to the construction.
“The club doesn’t help much.”

“I would imagine not,” Sal said.

“But the leader of the group, Alexi, has heard of you. You’re more than OK with him. I’'m
thinking that if you meet him, and I’'m with you, some of that nobility of yours will rub off and I can
finally get somewhere.”

“Perhaps, Manuel. But this meeting must be properly staged, and there is no reason to expect
him to believe I am who I say [ am.”

“Well,” I said, “you can be pretty persuasive. I’'m not worried about that. But how to arrange
this meeting...that could be tricky. I doubt he’d accept an invitation from me.”

“Leave matters in my hands, my friend.”

We waited until that night. I told Salvador where he could find Alexi and his gang. While I
waited in the contractor’s hut at the construction site, Salvador went down to the Blue Casket after
changing back into his fatigues. He found Alexi with his friends and told them to follow. When Alexi
asked why, Salvador answered, “For the revolution...and for justice.” Alexi and Gunnar followed.
Slisko elected to stay behind. Alexi hesitated when he saw where they were going. Salvador got him
moving again. I was behind the door of the hut when they came in.

“LSA headquarters in Rubacava?” Alexi was asking skeptically. “Calavera may be a tool, but I
seriously doubt you could operate under his nose.”

“Do you think this is game?”” Salvador asked sharply. “We are not playing at revolution, my
friend. There is no prize for the most radical act.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Just this: we are not operating under Manuel’s nose.” Salvador sat down behind the small table
that passed for a desk and glared up at Alexi.

“I’ve been trying to tell you—" Gunnar tried to interject.

Alexi spoke over him to Salvador. “I suppose that fat cat is charging you rent, right?”

Salvador shook his head. “You really are very stupid.” Alexi stiffened and Gunnar laughed. He
had already spotted me, probably expected me, having been between me and Alexi as they had entered.
Salvador looked over to where I stood in the shadows. “I don’t know what you see in this fool.”

“Sometimes,” I began and Alexi jumped and spun around, “I don’t know, myself.”

“Calavera?!” Alexi exclaimed as I stepped forward into the little circle of light cast by the lamp
on the desk. I was wearing the clothes I had worn during the trip to Rubacava. Alexi looked back and
forth between Salvador and myself, each of us wearing identical outfits (except mine being a little
more stained despite the best laundering Rubacava had to offer). “What the Aell is going on here?”

“You’ve been drafted, soldier,” Salvador said. “You and your two friends.”
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“Not me,” Gunnar insisted. “Since you’re here, Manny must be everything he said he was. I'm
a volunteer.”

Alexi looked at Gunnar as if he had suddenly grown a suit of skin. “What is this all about?” he
asked warily.

“It’s about justice!” Salvador snapped. “What else?” He stood and moved around the desk to
stand against the door. “I believe we can consider this your headquarters, Manuel,” he said.

I edged past Gunnar and sat down behind the table. “Are you ready to be reasonable now?” I
demanded of Alexi.

“Define ‘reasonable’,” he demanded himself in a snide tone.

“Are you with the cause or not?”

“What cause?” he asked. He turned toward Salvador. “I know who you are. I know what you
stand for. He,” Alexi thrust a skeletal finger in my direction, “%e is a class enemy. He—"

This time Gunnar did the interrupting. “Oh, get with it, man!” he snapped. “I’ve talked to the
cat. I know where he’s coming from.”

Alexi waved his hand at Gunnar, as if brushing away a fly. “I want it from Limones,” he said. “I
want Aim to tell me where Calavera is coming from.”

Salvador shook his head. “No, my friend. Manuel, he will tell you himself. He is in charge here
in Rubacava. I am only his guest; and you will do very well not to presume to know what I stand for in
the here and now.”

“All right,” Alexi said. He turned toward me. “So tell me, are you LSA cats for the revolution
or not?”

“Which revolution?” I asked. “The one demanded by Marx’s historical dialectic?”

“Of course!” Alexi exclaimed impatiently.

“OK, but his dialectic is materialist, right?” I spread my hands. “Yet here we are. Dead.” I
thumped my fist lightly on the table top. “Despite appearances, there’s no matter here. Where does the
Land of the Dead fit into that dialectic?”

Alexi didn’t say anything.

“It doesn’t,” Gunnar said. “What we need is a spiritualist dialectic but I don’t think that’s what
you’re talking about, are you, man?

It took me a second but I realized that Gunnar was trying to advance the argument, not trip me
up.

“No,” I agreed, “I’m not. You want to organize the dock workers against the union?”’ I aimed a
forefinger at Alexi. “Great. I’'m with you all the way. Do you want to know why? Because the union is
crooked and the workers are getting a raw deal and I want justice for them, same as for anyone else.
But this is the Land of the Dead, comrade. Marx was dealing with the Land of the Living. His
dialectic’s out. It doesn’t apply here, except maybe as an abstraction. Without Gunnar’s spiritualist
dialectic,” whatever that was, “we’re just left with justice, and that applies even here. Are you
following me?”

“I’m not sure. What do you mean by that? Justice for whom and how? Marx gives us the tools
for answering those questions. If those tools don’t work in the Land of the Dead—and I’m not
convinced of that—then just what are we working with here?”

“If you want an all-embracing ideology, I can’t give you one,” I admitted. I didn’t honestly
think I wanted one. Having all the answers, or at least thinking you had, was just trouble. “But I can
spell out the situation we’ve got here.” I paused. Not even Gunnar was going to like what I was about
to say. “Do you know what Sal and I were doing before the LSA was formed?”

Alexi shrugged. “Marking time like everyone else.”

“Hardly,” I said. “We were reapers.”
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“Salvador Limones!?” Gunnar exclaimed at the same time Alexi angrily asked “You expect me
to believe that Salvador Limones was a tool of the Man?”

I laughed. “You really have no clue how this world works, do you? Oh, well. Let’s try this. Can
you agree that some people lived their lives better than others?”

“By whose rules?”” Alexi demanded.

“By the powers that be,” I snapped, getting a little angry. “By whomever or whatever pulls the
strings. A power that we can’t see, hear, or touch.” And a power that doesn’t seem to give a damn about
what’s happening within the DOD, I thought bitterly. “So tell me something. The Land of the Dead is
pretty dangerous, right? Well, suppose you could make the journey across it easier for some. So who
then gets safe passage? The fat cat who can pay for it, or the person who deserves it?”

“Leaving aside the question of whose rules—and 1’d like to hear some day about why you’re so
uptight about that question—it’d be fairer to make everyone equal,” Alexi answered.

“He’s talking about justice, brother, not fairness,” Gunnar said. “Make a choice.”

Alexi glared at Gunnar but was quiet for a few moments. “Then it goes to the one who deserves
it,” he finally said. Unwilling to give any ground, he demanded, “But how do you determine who that
is, man?”

“Well, people have been dying for a long time,” I pointed out. “The DOD’s got a lot of
experience and they train agents pretty well. Just about everyone I ever met did their best to see that
people got what they deserved. And if what they deserved wasn’t all that good, we didn’t bend the
rules just because the client was loaded. Unfortunately, there’s an outfit with other ideas.”

“What outfit is this?”” Gunnar asked. “That’s something you haven’t explained to me yet,
either.” He glanced over at Alexi. “Now that we’re both up to speed, what are we rebelling against?”

I resisted the urge to say ‘What have you got’ and instead said “Sal?”” We had agreed
beforehand that this part of making the ‘sale’ was his.

“The Department of Death is no longer serving the people as it has in the past,” Salvador said.
“No longer are good deeds rewarded and the innocent gently conveyed to the next world. The greedy
and corrupt are stealing the destinies of the sainted dead and are thereby making a mockery of justice.
The corruption is spreading, reaching out to poison all of the Land of the Dead. If it is not dealt with
quickly and decisively then nothing—not even something as small as a band of dock workers
organizing against a corrupt union—will escape undefiled.”

“Right,” I said and then brought Salvador’s soaring rhetoric down to earth. “They’ve been
stealing Double-N tickets and selling them to the undeserving rich. That leaves the people who earned
the tickets on their own, walking across the Land of the Dead without hope.” Like Meche. “And that’s
only the part we’ve discovered so far. You see,” I said, trying to bring the point home, “our struggle
here isn’t a materialist one; it’s spiritual, like Gunner said.” Or, if he didn’t mean exactly that, he didn’t
interrupt to argue with me. “But it boils down to much the same thing: do we take people as they are,
and treat them according to their deeds and their needs, or do we bow to the fat cats and walk over
everyone else? So I'll ask you again, mano, are you with the cause or not?”

“You’re asking more than that, Calavera,” Alexi insisted. “You’re asking me to put aside
everything I’ve learned from Marx’s painstaking, scientific work and embrace vague ideals. I don’t
know if I can do that. Not even for Salvador Limones.”

“Am I really asking you to give up anything? Remember, I’'m all for you agitating among the
dock workers. It needs to be done and you’re the one to do it.” Salvador shifted a little. Something like
the ghost of a frown flickered over his face. “I think it’s more a matter of asking you to expand your
horizons. I’ll admit the LSA is kind of a vague cause—no offense, Sal—but think about it: who has
ever tried to form a dialectic for the Land of the Dead? I can tell you for a fact that Marx himself
hopped into a coach and rode out of here as quick as he could.” When your first manager is someone
like Yehuda, you hear a lot from agents in other divisions about the famous dead.
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“Is that a fact?”” Alexi asked, interested. “Well, I guess you’re making a little sense.” He paused
in thought. “Maybe Marx isn’t a completely perfect fit for the Land of the Dead. Maybe that’s why
we’re not having a lot of success with the dock workers. Marx didn’t concern himself with demons any
more than he did the dead. Maybe I can adapt the dialectic for this world.”

“Sure,” I said. “So, are you on board?”

“Yes,” Alexi said at last. “There are many forms of oppression in the world. If I do not fight
them all, then I am no revolutionary.” He gave me a sideways look. “And to think I gained this insight
from you.”

I shrugged. “That’ll teach you to judge by appearances, I guess.”

“So, what now?” Gunnar asked.

“Well,” I said, “perhaps the most important thing I need you guys to do is to keep on doing
what you’re already doing. I don’t want anyone outside the organization to see any difference in how
you act or what you’re priorities seem to be.”

“And keep riding you in public, I suppose,” Alexi said.

“Should be easy,” I said, “especially for Slisko.”

“Possibly too easy,” Salvador remarked. “Going by first impressions, that one has difficulty
controlling his mouth.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Alexi said to Salvador. “Where the revolution is concerned, no
daylight shows between his jaws.”

“Provided he can be convinced to join up,” Gunnar said. “He wouldn’t even get up from the
table.”

Alexi waived his hand at Gunnar again. “His favorite chick’s reciting tonight.”

“The one who can’t hold her liquor?” Gunnar asked.

“OK,” I said, cutting off that subject. “Slisko’s another draftee. As for what we do next, getting
ourselves organized is the main thing. Then we deal with things as they happen. The most important
thing is to keep our ear holes to the ground.” I addressed myself to Gunnar, “Maybe you were on to
something when you told me about rumors of the DOD being unhappy with a rogue agent. Maybe not.
Point is, we’ve all got to pay attention to things like that in case there ever is something to them.
You’ve got contacts among the workers. I’m making contacts among the movers and shakers. There’s
bound to be something useful in all that chatter if we just pay attention. Another thing—and this is
potentially dangerous—when the club starts turning a profit, we’ve got to get the money to El Marrow.
That’s where the main action is and, sad to say, we can’t fight a revolution without cash and lots of it.”

“Why not just send your demon friend, Glottis?”” Alexi asked, probably not relishing the idea of
being a mere courier.

I shook my head. “That’s out.”

“You send him out on plenty of errands,” he protested. “Why not this?”’

“Simple. I send him out on plenty of errands. You know it and everyone else in town knows it.”
Alexi could only nod. “Besides which, this particular errand needs to be done quietly. Glottis and the
Bone Wagon aren’t quiet, and they’re too well known to...to someone who has good reason to pay
close attention when the Bone Wagon is in town.”

“Makes sense,” Gunnar said. “Besides, it’s not as if Alexi, me and Slisko are always in the
same place at the same time. Harder for the Man to tell when one of us isn’t around than a giant orange
demon who lays an inch of rubber just parallel parking.”

“I guess so,” Alexi sort of agreed.

“One last thing,” I said, “look out for the names Mercedes Colomar and Hector LeMans.”

“Colomar’s that chick you’ve been looking for ever since you blew into town, isn’t it?” Alexi
asked. “What does she have to do with the revolution?”
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“She’s the most tangible link we have to the gang we’re fighting, the only victim we know by
name. Finding her would go a long way to blowing their cover. And Hector LeMans is behind it all.
We don’t know any more about him than that, do we Sal?”’ I asked him in case there was something he
hadn’t told me yet.

“Regrettably, no,” Salvador answered, “so any rumor or gossip about Hector LeMans could be
extremely valuable. And,” he added, “Manuel is quite correct about the importance of Mercedes
Colomar.”

No one spoke for a while. “Well,” I finally said, “I guess that’s it for now. I think you two
should break the news to Slisko.”

“I’ll hold him down,” Gunnar said.

Salvador took a step away from the door. “Gentleman.” He solemnly shook Alexi’s hand, then
Gunnar’s. “You have joined a noble cause. With unwavering diligence, we cannot but prevail in our
just struggle. ;Viva la Revolucion!”

Alexi and Gunnar echoed Salvador and left. Salvador gave off a soft sigh I wasn’t sure I heard
and I leaned back heavily in my chair. I rubbed my face with both hands. “I wasn’t so sure we’d pull
that off,” I said. I lit a cigarette to settle my nerves.

“Nor I, my friend,” Salvador admitted. He paced a few steps in the cramped shack. “Were it not
for Gunnar’s assistance...” he trailed off. “Nor am I sure of Alexi’s worth.”

That surprised me. If he did have reservations about any of the three, I would have thought it
would have been Slisko.

“Why Alexi?” I asked.

“You appealed to his vanity,” he answered grimly. “Consider his statement that he could adapt
the Marxist dialectic to the Land of the Dead. He, Alexi,” he thumped his rib cage, “is the man to do
it.”

I could see Salvador's point. “I guess he would like to be this world’s Lenin,” I admitted.
Although, myself, I would have worried more about the Stalin who might be waiting in the wings.

“Yes, and that dream could be a problem if it becomes too real for him. He will have to be
watched. In the meantime, I have your new cell’s first assignment. Now that we are fully operational
here in Rubacava, we must work toward Puerto Zapato. Your men must consider another recruit, one
who can become our agent in that distant port.”

“That’s pretty far from the action, Sal. What’s Zapato got to do with the ticket scam?”
Salvador stopped pacing looked at me projecting an unhappy expression. “Although our
enemies are based in El Marrow, I am becoming convinced that their operations extend far beyond the

city limits. Consider that the sole victim of the LeMans gang that we can identify is Mercedes
Colomar. All the rest—and there must be hundreds—remain anonymous. What becomes of them?
Where do they go?”

I shrugged. “I suppose like Meche they’re left to cross the Land of the Dead on foot. That’s
what you said when we first met and it still makes sense to me.”

“But can we so sure, my friend?” Salvador asked. His pacing resumed. “Only your Meche is
positively known to have set out on foot and she has not been heard from since. As for all the others, if
they are also on foot, why is there also no rumor of them? Surely, were genuine saints walking without
hope across the Land of the Dead, such a thing would become known.”

I blew a few smoke rings while I thought about that and about what Sal had left unsaid: that
there was no news of Meche, either. Finally I said, “But that’s assuming that these saints are known to
be saints. They’re usually pretty humble and unassuming, you know.”

“This is true,” Salvador said, “but even so, it seems incredible that hundreds of saints could
have been robbed of their destinies and left to their own resources without some whisper of this being
spread abroad.”
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“I guess I’'m not sure what your point is, Sal,” I admitted.

“It is just this, Manuel: I am coming to the belief that the victims are being put out of the way
by the LeMans organization. The silence surrounding their fate is far too complete.”

“Do you think they’re being sprouted?” I asked, chilled by the implications.

“I do not know. I am inclined to think not as disposing of the remains would be difficult and
their eventual discovery would alert the authorities that something was amiss.”

“And yet there are sproutings going on, more than there have been.”

“This also is true, but in many cases they are fallen LSA agents. Others are established residents
of the Land of the Dead, not new arrivals. I have been making careful inquiries and I know of no
instances of the newly-deceased having been sprouted.” Salvador sighed. “No, Manuel, something else
must be happening to the souls we are concerned with. Therefore we must have agents spread out
across the Land of the Dead, for I believe that our enemies have already done so.”

“And Puerto Zapato is the biggest city after Rubacava. I get you.”

“Excellent,” Salvador said. “Your cell must recruit another who will then be sent to Zapato.
First, however, the new recruit must be sent to El Marrow for training. Alexi should accompany him.
Afterward, Gunnar and Slisko.” He looked at his watch. “I must go now. I have already made
arrangements with Glottis to take me back to El Marrow immediately. He is waiting for me where your
car is kept.” He held out his hand. “Farewell, my friend. You have done well.”

“Thanks, Sal.” I stubbed out my cigarette and stood. “Do you need me to show you the way?”’

“There is no need. Glottis himself showed me the way earlier today while you were occupied
with other matters.”

“Don’t want to be seen with me, huh?” I was kidding.

Sal was serious. “As you have brought the subject up, yes, I think it best that we are not seen in
each other’s company more than we have been. Even Eva and I are seldom seen together in public.”

“Security,” I said.

“Regrettably true.” He gave me his hand to shake. “;Viva la Revolucion!”” He quickly slipped
out the door and was gone.

I used Glottis as a go-between in my dealings with Alexi until the club was completed, taking
to heart Salvador’s concerns about appearing in public with other LSA agents (but once the club had
been finished, Alexi again was delivering supplies for the restaurant so he had a natural reason to be
there every day). After making the choice of agent for Puerto Zapato, Alexi and the new guy were off
to El Marrow for formal LSA training (something I had never done). Soon after they returned, Gunnar
and Alexi went to El Marrow. I passed on to Alexi through Glottis enough money to get the new recruit
to Puerto Zapato. After that the Rubacava branch of the LSA settled into a quiet routine.

Alexi and his gang continued to agitate on the docks while they kept their ear holes to the
ground for me. Occasionally they passed along interesting bits of news and gossip...mostly gossip.
Anything that seemed worth passing on went to Salvador. I kept in touch with Membrillo, the coroner,
out of ‘concern’ over the sproutings that had been going on and got plugged into police chatter. A few
more sprouted souls were being found every now and then around town and Max was getting madder
and madder, according to both Lola (who was spending a lot of her off time at the track) and
Membrillo. And Max told me himself that he was sure some outside gang was responsible, but he
wouldn’t go into details. After a few weeks the sproutings slowed, returning to the once-in-a-blue-
moon rate they had been since before I arrived in Rubacava. Max seemed proud of that, as if he’d had a
hand in the change.

As the work on the club neared completion, we started hearing stories of the Petrified Forest
being ‘haunted’. Pretty strange, considering we were all dead. But travelers sometimes told tales of
hearing odd sounds or seeing movement that didn’t seem like any known forest demon. Some of the
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stories were pretty wild and I didn’t think there was anything to them. I didn’t see any point in passing
ghost stories on to Salvador.

CALAVERA CAFE

I became increasingly concerned about putting the final touches on the club. The construction
junk was finally cleared off the property and we were down to the interior-decorating stage. We were
just about ready for the grand opening when there was another little surprise, but a pleasant one this
time. Lola and I were in the casino having the hundredth argument about whether the craps table
should be near the door or in a far corner when I heard something unexpected from the restaurant.

“Lola,” I asked, a little puzzled, “is that a piano I hear?”

“Yeah,” she said. “What were you expecting?”

I hadn’t been expecting anything. “Did someone turn the canned music on for some reason?”

Lola cocked her head. “It’s Tuesday.”

I shrugged. “So0?”

“So, Tuesday was the day the piano was supposed to be delivered.”

Now I was really confused. “Delivered? Who ordered a piano? I didn’t. Did you?”

“It was Glottis’ idea. Didn’t you know? He thought the restaurant needed live entertainment.”

“No, I didn’t know.” I was getting a little steamed. “Why didn’t anyone say something about
this to me before?”

“Sorry, Manny,” Lola said quietly. “I was sure you knew. Glottis is half owner.”

“Yeah, he is,” I sighed. “I just don’t like the idea of hiring a piano player, too. We’ve got
enough staff as it is.”

Lola laughed. “Hire a piano player? You’ve got one already!”

The penny dropped. “You mean that was Glottis playing!”

“Yeah. He must’ve been giving it a spin.”

I shook my head and walked out into the restaurant. There in the middle was an ivory-colored
upright piano and Glottis polishing it with a rag. I went over and leaned against the piano and said,
“Nice set of keys you’ve got here.”

“Yeah,” Glottis beamed. “Sounds sweet, t00.”

“Too bad you forgot to say anything to me about it.”

Glottis stopped his polishing. “Huh?”

“It seems that the left hand” I pointed to Glottis “didn’t let the right hand” I pointed at myself
“know what it was doing.”

A sheepish, contrite expression seeped over Glottis’ face. “Geez, sorry Manny. I guess I kinda
forgot.”

“Kinda...” I shook my head. “What did this set us back?”

“I got it for a song,” Glottis said. Lola went ‘phew’ and waved her hand in front of her nose
hole. “Sorry. The lady who owned it is moving on. I promised to give it a good home.” He started
polishing again.

“Give us a sample,” I said.

“Sure, Manny!” Glottis said. He sat down on the bench and played something that sounded like
Gershwin. Whatever it was, it sounded pretty good. When he was done, Glottis said, “Well? What do
you think?”

“I thought you were created just to drive.”

“Well, you know, over the years even a demon dabbles here and there.”

“I can see that,” I said. “But you forgot something.”
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Worry creased Glottis’ face. “What’s that, Manny?”

I went over to the bar and got a brandy snifter. I put it on top of the piano and said, “The
customers need a place to drop their requests.”

“Oh. Didn’t think about that.”

I patted him on the arm. “Yeah, but you got most of it right.” I gave the piano a pat, too. “Good
thinking, carnal.”

“Thanks, boss!”” Glottis beamed.

“And you were worried about hiring a piano player,” Lola chided as we went back to the casino
to settle our argument.

I shrugged. “So what was I to think? I’ve got a lot of bill worries on me.”

“Yeah, but you just assumed Glottis had fouled up.”

“Well, sometimes Glottis doesn’t think.”

Lola shook her head sharply. “He can be a little...enthusiastic. But you’ve got this idea in your
head that he’s dumb. You see everything he does through that. Sometimes you get so wrapped up in
what you think about things that you don’t really see them.”

I thought Lola was getting pretty worked up, but I just said, “You finished?”

She gave a quick nod.

“OK. So what am I not seeing about the craps table?”

“Roulette’s classier.”

I laughed. “OK. You win.”

Finally, after weeks of feverish work, we were done. Everything was in place, the joint was
stocked, the ads were in the papers, and the invitations to the grand opening had been sent out. On the
evening we opened a squadron of butterflies were holding an air show underneath my rib cage. It was
down to just a few minutes before the doors were opened and I was still in my office trying to get into
my new tux. I just couldn’t get the tie knotted right. I gave up and went downstairs.

“Where’s Lola?” I asked Lupe, the hat-check girl.

“I think she’s in the kitchen,” she answered. “What’s up, boss?”’

“I can’t get this stupid tie done.”

“I’ll take care of it!”” Lupe said, vaulting over her counter instead of going through the door to
her little room. She pounced on my tie and started wrestling it into submission.

“Careful!” I said desperately. “It’s not a noose.”

“Sheesh!” Lupe exclaimed. “Men are just little boys in long pants! There!”

I stuck a couple of fingers into my collar just to see if I could. “How’s it look?”

“Perfect! You’re gonna wow ’em, Manny.”

“Well, I hope there’s plenty of ‘them’ to wow.”

“Are you kidding? You’ll have to beat ’em off with a stick!”

“That could only help business,” I said dryly. “You’d better get into position. We’ll be opening
soon and I wouldn’t want the crowd to trample you.” Lupe laughed loudly and jumped back into her
room. “Some day I’ll have to arrange an introduction between you and that door.” I said, turning to go
into the restaurant.

Lola was coming out of the kitchen. “Everything OK?” I asked.

She saluted and said, “Everything’s ship-shape, captain.”

“Great,” I said, “and all this time I thought I was building a nightclub. Well,” I took a deep,
pointless breath, “I guess this it.”

“It sure is,” she said. Something seemed funny in her voice.

“Everything is OK, right?” I asked.

“Uh-huh,” she said. I dropped it. If she had something to say, she’d say it when she was ready.
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“Did we ever get an RSVP from Toto?” I asked to change the subject.

Lola gave a little laugh. “He didn’t know what ‘RSVP’ meant. But he said he won’t be coming.
He said he would feel out of place.”

I shrugged. “I kinda figured that. Had to try. What about Olivia?”

“Yeah, she RSVP’d. At least, I guess that envelope full of ashes was from her.”

It was my turn to laugh. “It probably was from her, then. Well, I’ll make sure everyone knows
what her answer was. That should make her customers feel good.”

Glottis came in from the casino and sat down at his piano. He ran through a couple of quick
scales to warm up. I looked around. “Are we all in position? OK, let’s get this started.”

Glottis started playing a jazzy little number while I went to open to doors. I took a step back
when I saw the big crowd standing outside with Max in front. There was a well-rehearsed cheer from
Max’s ‘boys’ and the crowd surged inside.

“Hey, Manny!” Max exclaimed as he ground the bones in my hand together. “I brought a few
friends along. Should put you over big, huh?”

“Couldn’t hurt, Max,” I said. I turned to greet a few of my other invited guests as they came in.

Max gave me a nudge. “I got a couple of presents for ya.”

“You didn’t have to do that, Max,” I said.

He spread his hands. “I’m a big-hearted kinda guy.” He snapped his fingers and one of his
entourage handed him a paper package. Max tore it open and pulled out a magnum bottle of
Champagne. “Here ya go,” handing it to me. If the label was to be believed, it was the genuine article
from the Land of the Living. Sometimes reapers bring back more than just new souls, unmatched socks
being very popular as a gag. “When you get a couple a minutes we’ll drink a toast to your new
enterprise. And here,” he reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a little black and gold laminated
card, “your very own pass to the High Rollers’ Lounge. You’re one of the in crowd now, Calavera.
Don’t be a stranger.” He nearly flattened me with a hearty slap on the back and went into the
restaurant.

“You OK, boss?” Lupe asked when I regained my balance.

“Sure,” I said. “Nothing a week in traction can’t fix.”

Things went pretty well that night. Even without Max’s gang the place would have been
packed, especially the casino. If I could keep that up things were going to be all right. Of the invited
guests, only Olivia and Toto were no-shows. Glottis was pretty amazing. Lola and Max started a little
‘stump the demon’ contest. No one ever did. And then there was a funny sing-along led by, I was
surprised to see, the dour Membrillo. It was pretty off-color, but we were all big boys and girls. A
different kind of craziness reigned in the casino. A lot of Max’s gang were huddled around the craps
table bleeding from their wallets and downing whiskey like it was water; come to think of it, the
whiskey was mostly water. Velasco was holding court at a poker table (I gave instructions that he
should come out ahead), and several well-heeled, probability-challenged souls were busy losing big at
roulette. Things were looking good. Real good.

The evening was wearing on a little when Lola edged up to me at the bar where I was listening
to a tight-as-a-drum customer lecture the bartender on the correct way to shake a martini (something to
do with the rhythm). “Hey, Manny,” she said to get my attention.

“Yeah?”

“I think we might have a problem.”

“You think?”

“Well,” she said, “there’s this guy in the casino...”

“What’s he doing?”

“Nothing.”
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“Passed out?”

“If it was that kind of problem I wouldn’t have to bother you. No, this guy is just standing
there, staring at everyone else.”

“Show me,” I said. We went to the doorway to the casino and looked in. I sighed. “OK, I want
to see that guy in my office.”

“Manny?”

“Tell him the boss wants to see him. Now.” Lola looked mystified but turned to do as I said. I
went to my office upstairs.

Less than a minute later Lola’s problem knocked on my office door. “Come in!” I said, and he
did. This time he wore a dark suit but still carried himself like a soldier. “Well, Sal, mind telling me
why you’re trying to queer my racket?”

“Manuel?” Salvador asked, puzzled.

I sighed. “I’m playing a dangerous game here, Sal. You know that perfectly well. Now,
downstairs I’ve got Maximino and half his gang, several city big shots including the chief of police,
plus an assortment of other high-fliers, legitimate or otherwise...and in this town it’s hard to tell the
difference. What I don t need is the head of the LSA coming in and making a show of checking out the
joint.” I shaded my eye sockets with one hand and did an exaggerated impression of scanning the
horizon.

“Surely it is not that bad, my friend,” Salvador tried to say placatingly. I wasn’t having any of
1t.

“Yeah, it’s that bad.” I ticked the problems off on my fingers. “You’re in a crowded casino and
you’re the only one who’s not at a table or sitting in a booth, the only one without a drink in his hands,
the only one not getting chummy with anyone...do I have to go on? People are starting to talk.” So it
was just Lola, so far. [ wanted to keep it that way.

“I apologize,” Salvador said, sounding genuinely contrite. “I did not realize how out of place I
must look.”

“Yeah, well, I’'m sorry I’'m getting so bothered.” I rubbed my temples. “The pressure has been
really something these last few weeks. It’s no picnic getting a place like this ready to open. If you
wanted to check the club out, why didn’t you send Eva or anyone else who could blend in better? No
offense, Sal, but you’re a little too intense for Rubacava’s nightclub scene.”

“Perhaps you are right, Manuel, but I wished to see what you had accomplished for myself.
And besides, Eva coordinates our day-to-day operations. She wishes she could have come, but...” he
shrugged. “It may be better if [ were to leave now.”

“That’d look even more wrong.” I unlocked one of my desk drawers. “Hold out your hands,” I
said. Salvador did and I dumped some chips into them. “Go play blackjack. Order a drink. Act like a
customer.”

Salvador looked uncomfortable. “I do not know how to play blackjack.”

Somehow I wasn’t surprised. “It’s simple,” I said, and spelled out the rules. “Remember, you’re
only competing against the dealer, but pay attention to what’s been dealt to the other players. And try
to look like you’re having fun.”

“I will do by best, Manuel.” Salvador went to the door but hesitated. “Would you happen to
have a liqueur called Marillo de Oro on hand?”

“Yeah, I think so. Why?”

“I had a glass the night—" he broke off and finished with “Well, I will go try to blend in.” He
nodded and left.

When I came down from my office I found Membrillo collecting his hat and coat from Lupe.
“Leaving already?” I asked. “Well, I hope you had a good time.”



88

Membrillo shrugged slightly and said, “The time passed rather pleasantly.”

“That’s all?” I asked. I turned to Lupe and said, “I gotta try harder.”

Membrillo put his hand on my arm and gently said, “Don’t take it personally, Manuel. You can
only hope for so much in a world such as this.”

“Then why do you stay here? Why not head off for the Ninth Underworld?”

“Manny,” he said with a shake of his head, “you can search for something only so many years
before you stop believing in it altogether.”

Now that took me by surprise. ““You don’t believe in the Ninth Underworld?” I asked
incredulously.

“Why do you think we’re all here in Rubacava?” he asked.

“’Cause you’re waiting to work off your time,” I said with a shrug, “or you can’t afford
passage, or...”

“Manny,” he interrupted, sounding tired, like he was explaining things to a slow child, “we’ve
given up. All of us. When you’ve been here long enough, you will too.” He patted my arm gently.

“Maybe you’ve given up, but what about the DOD? What are we here for if this world is all
there is?”

“We’re in hell. The myth of Sisyphus tells more truth than many realize.” He put on his hat and
nodded. “Good night, Manny,” he said and left.

There was only one other piece of excitement that evening. Carla was packing it away as usual
and got it into her head that Meche had to be in the club. She tried to form all the women in the joint
into a line for my inspection. Lola grabbed Carla before she could cause too much trouble and marched
her to my office where she promptly passed out for the rest of the evening.

It was very, very early in the morning when I was in my office looking over the receipt from
our first night. I should have gotten some sleep first, but I was too eager to see how we did. Carla’s
shoes were on the floor by the couch, left behind when Glottis had picked her up to take her home and
pour into bed. There was a soft knock on the door and Lola came in. “Hey,” I said, “I thought you left
with Glottis.”

“No, I’ve been straightening things up a little.” She sat down on the edge of a chair.

“Plenty of time for that after we all get a little rest.”

“What about that?” she asked, pointing at the papers on my desk.

I laughed. “OK, you got me. I wanted to see what our take was.”

“Any good?”

“We’re in the money, angel. We could be out of debt in a matter of weeks if tonight isn’t a
fluke.”

“That’s great, Manny. I’'m happy things are working out for you.”

“Things are working out great for al// of us.” I got up to go to my private bar. “In fact, let’s drink
to our success!”

“Manny,” Lola said, “there’s something I gotta talk to you about.”

“Well, talk away. I’'m in a very receptive mood tonight.”

There was a kind of long pause before Lola quietly said, “I won’t be working here any more.”

I put down the shaker and turned to face her. “What? Why?” I thought quickly. “Is this anything
like when you ran out of that road stop?”

“No,” she said firmly. “It’s nothing like that. Just the opposite.”

“Well, I'm a little confused.”

Lola stood up and paced around a little. “I’m not sure how to explain this.” She paced a little
more, then stopped. “Well, you know how I’ve told you people always treat me like their kid sister or
something?”
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“Sure.”

“Well, you’ve been different. When you needed someone to help you keep an eye on this place
when it was being remodeled, you picked me of all people. I’ve never had responsibility like that
before. You listened to me when I had something to say—usually—and sometimes you backed down
when I got up the nerve to argue with you.”

“Sounds like you had a pretty good experience here.”

“Yeah, I have. It’s been great working for you.”

“So why leave? This place won’t run itself, you know. I still need your help.”

“Glottis can give you all the help you need, if you let him.”

“That’s not an answer. Why leave if things have been so great?”

“Because...well, because I’ve had to take responsibility for things. Stand up for myself. I found
out I can do it. Now I want to do it for myself, on my own.”

“What’d you have in mind?”’

“Photographer. People come through town, see the sights, and want their pictures taken. I had a
camera when I was alive. I was pretty good. Still am. So I’ve set myself up to do souvenir photos.”

“You’re all ready to start?” I asked.

“Actually, I already have...using whatever spare time I could find. Now the club’s finished, I'm
done here. Tomorrow I start making a go at being a full-time shutterbug.”

“Well,” I said, turning back to the drinks I was mixing, “I guess we’ll be drinking to something
else, then.” I finished up and gave Lola hers. I held up my glass, “To your new endeavor. All the best.”

“To Calavera Café,” Lola said. “Ditto.”
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YEAR 2

FELINE MEADOWS

The club did all right. In fact, it did great. It was a little hard at first doing without Lola. I had
really gotten to depend on her and I missed her. But she turned out to be right: Glottis could help out
running the place, even if he did need more supervision. That was a little more work for me, but that
was OK. We were raking in the dough, and I soon had to make a decision about whether I should try to
pay off my debts early or stick to my self-imposed schedule and funnel profits to the LSA as soon as
there were any. Well, it wasn’t that tough a decision. As much as I would have liked to be free and
clear, the LSA needed money right away. So within about a month of opening, money from the club
was going to Salvador through my LSA cell.

For a long time I was bothered by what Membrillo had said on the club’s opening night. I had
worked at the DOD long enough to know that he was wrong. The Land of the Dead wasn’t a great
place to be in, he was right about that, but what got to me was the fact that Membrillo’s belief was
keeping him in the Land of the Dead when he could buy a steamship ticket at any time. But he
wouldn’t because he thought that was part of the torment. I told myself it was no business of mine what
Membrillo believed. He was only hurting himself. But it didn’t work.

Even though I knew he was wrong, there was this little voice in my head that kept asking if
maybe he wasn’t and if I was so sure I was right. That kind of doubt I didn’t need. So Membrillo
wasn’t really hurting just himself. Who knows how many people he had convinced he was right. And
besides, I thought of Membrillo as a friend. He wasn’t just a client, someone I could simply send on his
way and forget about. But there was nothing I could do about it. Membrillo was sure he was right and
that was that. It just really, really bothered me.

Even though Lola didn’t work at the club any more, she was still around. She worked most of
the night spots in town, including Calavera Café, and we still both stopped at the Normandie. She
wasn’t making as much money as would have with me, but she said she was making enough and was
happy with what she was doing, so that was fine with me.

She also worked Feline Meadows, not that she did much business there. People were too busy
with the cats. She did most of the little business she did there in the High Rollers’ Lounge whenever
Max had a party, but not really enough to justify hanging around there. Truth be told, I think she only
did it because she had a thing for Max. I suppose that must have started when we ran into Max at
police headquarters after the sprouting, but it took me a while to notice it. She would have been better
off just working the more profitable spots, but I supposed she knew her business. When I talked to her
about Max she insisted she knew what was what.

In the middle of the club’s third week open I decided it was time to pay my respects at the
track. I was sure my staff could handle things and they knew where I was going to be. So I went down
to the track, picking up Carla along the way, and flashed my card to the goon at the elevator. After a
quick, smooth ride up, the doors opened to opulence that made my club look like a rat hole.

“Wow!” Carla said as we got a good look around. She stumbled a little on the deep carpet.

“Should’ve worn your flats,” I said.

“Uh-huh,” she said absently, craning her neck to take in the giant, golden cat statue that
dominated the place.

I snagged a passing waiter. “Hey, where’s Max’s oftfice?”

“Are you expected?” the guy asked.

“I’'m Calavera,” I said, wondering if that would get a reaction. It got enough of one but not
what I was hoping for.
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“I see,” the waiter sniffed. “Well, Maximino’s office is right over there.” He pointed to a
recessed doorway off the main part of the lounge.

“Thanks,” I said, and we went toward the door. “Suppose they’re paid to act like that?” I asked
Carla.

“Dunno,” she said, “but I’'m feeling a little above it all just being here.”

“Yeah, and I got a kick just outta flashing that card. Maybe I need something like that for the
club, something to make the regulars feel special.”

“What could be more special than just being in Calavera Café?” Carla asked just to be silly.

“Well, this joint for one thing.” We got to Max’s door then so I knocked. After a little pause it
opened. One of Max’s ‘boys’ looked us over. “I’m Manny Calavera,” I said. “I’d like to see Max, if
that’s OK with you.”

The guy shrugged. “Sure, Calavera. The boss says you get the red carpet.” He let us into the
outer office, a kind of small, smoky lounge where a handful of guys sat around looking sharp but
dangerous. Some were playing poker.

“Weren’t you at my club’s opening?” I asked, taking the chance that I really did recognize the
guy.

“Yeah,” he said. “Dropped a bundle at your craps table, too.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I said, not the least bit sorry, “but when you gamble, sometimes you lose.”

“Oh, I ain’t kickin’,” he said. “Max says you run honest tables. That’s good enough for me.”
Suddenly he jammed a forefinger into my ribs. “I’d be sore if I ever found out it wasn’t true.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. Max knows what he’s talking about. Come by the club,
maybe you’ll get your money back.”

“Already have,” he said.

“Yeah,” one of the other guys said. “Then he let it ride.”

“Fingers don’t know when to quit,” a third said with a laugh.

“Shut your holes,” the one who let us in snapped. “Go on in,” he said to Carla and me, jerking a
thumb toward the inner door. “The boss’s been waitin’ for you to pay him a visit.” He rapped in a
peculiar way on the door and opened it for us.

Max’s office had an even fancier layout than the lounge. Between the door and the huge desk at
the far side of the room lay a marble floor inlaid with a rosette with a cat-race motif, like everything
else in the place. The far wall held floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the track. Max was staring out
of them when we came in.

“Hello, Maximino.” I said as we came in.

“Why, if it ain’t Manny Calavera!” Max said when he had turned around. He came toward me
with his hand out. “Come to see how the big boys play, eh, Manny?”

I put my hand in his and let him crush it. “From what I can tell, they play with kitties.”

Max laughed and said, “Kitties, roulette wheels...what’s the difference? They go ’round and
’round all day and they’re both more reliable when they’re fixed, am I right?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say so publicly,” I said.

“Me neither,” Max said with a laugh. “So, who’s your lovely companion, huh?”’

“Oh, this is Carla.” Max took her hand and did a little bow over it. “She actually works for you,
Max.”

“Yeah, over at the LOL security gate,” Carla said. “But I’ve never been up here before.”

“Well, don’t ply your trade around here