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      I don’t know if one has to be an expert on sneaking in order to get ready for a trip while also carrying around an Impossibly Dangerous Artefact without any of your office mates noticing, but I imagine it certainly helps. I, apparently, am not an expert at sneaking.

      “Ow!” I yelped, clutching my knee where I’d accidentally rammed it into a doorjamb. The bag on my back, carrying a spare pair of clothes, two spare glasses, several bags of coffee beans and a jar with said Impossibly Dangerous Artefact, rattled in a decidedly suspicious manner.

      “Going somewhere, Cal?” Agravane leaned against the wall between my office and the stairs up to my flat. He was an aurai, an air elemental, and was possessed of annoyingly attractive features, snark that rivalled my own, and absolutely would not let me get away with as many things as Yolanda.

      I debated for a moment, trying to decide whether it would be wiser to lie as best I could and escape the situation, or whether I should just deny everything and escape the situation. I decided to go with abject denial. “No.”

      “Liar.”

      Piffle.

      “I am not going somewhere you can go, or should even know about,” I amended, straightening my bag and shoving my glasses up my nose.

      “Which makes it all the more important that you tell me, so I can prevent you from doing something stupid. Let’s face it, Cal, you have a history of rushing headlong into situations which could easily be avoided with a little sense.”

      I opened my mouth to protest and paused. Considered. Sighed. “You may have a point.”

      “Good. Now, let’s have a seat and you can tell me where you’re running off to at three in the afternoon, when you’re meant to be working on that marketing campaign for the nymph dancers.”

      I sighed again and headed back into my flat, Agravane following. We sat on the couch and I pulled the bag off my back, unzipping it to show the aurai the Impossibly Dangerous Artefact. As soon as the jar was revealed, he recoiled, holding a hand over his nose.

      “Cal…” he breathed, nose wrinkled, eyes watering. “What is that?”

      “Death’s heart,” I said, and knew immediately that I was about to have a companion for my latest quest.

      See, my name is Cal Thorpe, and while I was originally hired to be Death’s marketing agent, things became considerably more complicated. It turned out that I was a Grim Reaper, possessed of an eldritch power that let me stand between people at the moment of Life and Death—or at other significant choices in their life. Oh, I also didn’t have a soul because Death lost it and therefore couldn’t die. Sebastian, what I called my Reaper abilities, warned me that the lack of soul was killing me where nothing else could. This, all parties involved decided, was bad.

      Death had told me that the only one who might have an inkling of where my soul was happened to be his mother, a being so impossibly powerful and dangerous that I needed his own heart to get her attention. So he’d pulled it out of his chest and handed it to me, which, as one might expect, had caused a significant amount of anxiety in my life.

      Now, carrying around a literal piece of Death in a jar, I was about to head off to the Goblin Market and try to find his mother, all the while avoiding dangerous beings of all sorts that might want the heart. I’d been about to go recruit the djinn, Neja, to help protect me, when Agravane intervened.

      Two hours later, after a great deal of panic on both sides of the conversation during which I was forbidden—loudly—from travelling alone, Agravane and I were standing outside of Neja’s house. Agravane was heavily armed. I was not.

      Really, no one should be stupid enough to put an actual weapon in my hands, no matter what sort of magical artefact I was carrying.

      Agravane pounded on Neja’s door. “This is a bad idea,” he said.

      “So you’ve informed me,” I replied. “It’s necessary.”

      “The fewer people involved, the better.”

      “Yes, well, you insisted on knowing what was going on.”

      This earned me a well-practised glare. He shifted his bandolier of knives and pounded on the door again. It swung open a moment later, revealing Neja wearing ratty old pyjamas, her white hair tangled about her face, dark circles under her eyes and a bottle of some expensive alcohol in her hand.

      She took one look at the two of us and let out a string of curses which was actually quite impressive, if entirely unwarranted.

      Neja and I had a complicated relationship. She was a bounty hunter and mercenary who would take odd jobs of the dangerous variety for any party in Elsewhere that could afford her rates. We had first met when I was loaned out by Death to the Taxman to collect back taxes. In an unfortunate mix up involving a piano and her wish magic, she’d inadvertently killed me several times. We became friends after that, and had the potential for a great deal more, only my lack of soul and the incredibly terrifying Reaper abilities that lived inside me kept getting in the way. During our last encounter at the coronation party of the rock troll leader, she’d seen what happened when I let my abilities off their leash, and the aftermath had left us both a little wary.

      So, perhaps the cursing wasn’t entirely unwarranted.

      Mostly, but not entirely.

      “What are you doing here, Cal?” Neja demanded. She leaned against the door frame and glared at me with far more effectiveness than Agravane had managed. “And how did you know where I live?”

      “Death keeps records of such things,” I explained. In retrospect, that was not likely a comforting thing. Neja’s expression soured further.

      I tried to make up for the blunder by finding something else to talk about, at least until she invited Agravane and me inside. The house was nice, cute even, looking more like a pleasant garden cottage than anything I would have expected of Neja. It was situated in a quiet part of Elsewhere and there were no neighbours to bother her, though I had a feeling that the woods her house backed were probably full of very dangerous things. Still, it was nice in a country mouse sort of way.

      “Judging my house now, are you?” She was glaring at me in a very pointed manner and I had a feeling that anything I said about her house would not go over well. Still, I needed her to at least tolerate me for this quest and compliments were usually a good way to go.

      “It’s…cuter than I expected for you,” I admitted. “I like the wildflowers.”

      Neja pointed the bottle of alcohol at me. “Did you just call my house cute?”

      I nodded. “I rather thought you would live in something with more steel and brick. The country cottage is very nice, though.”

      “Cal, you should really just shut up while you’re ahead,” Agravane muttered. I didn’t quite understand what was wrong, but did as I was told. In such circumstances, I’ve learned that Agravane, and my other assistant Yolanda, were much wiser about things that should not be said.

      “What, exactly, are you two doing here? And armed?” Neja eyed Agravane’s many weapons with a wary eye. Given her profession, I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised at her caution, but I had hoped that whatever our personal situation was might earn a little trust.

      “I am in need of your help,” I said, shifting the backpack so its weight didn’t feel quite so ominous. “Please.”

      Neja blinked, narrowed her eyes at me, studied Agravane for a moment, then finally threw her hands up into the air and stepped aside. “Fine! Why not? Go ahead and ruin an already terrible day!”

      I opened my mouth to ask what was so terrible and received an elbow to the side from Agravane. He led us into the house and I was even more astonished by the inside than the out. Mostly because it was in shambles. There were clothes strewn about, papers on just about every flat surface, a large number of knives and swords and things just laying wherever, a strange smell coming from what I assumed was the kitchen, and a weird clicking noise indicating that the radiator had given up and died. Dramatically.

      Neja stomped through the debris as if she didn’t even notice it, and took another swig of her drink. I tried to be a little more polite and minced my way through the cottage until we got to her sitting room. Neja collapsed onto a couch that was surrounded by various forms of alcoholic detritus—and at least one pizza box—then gestured vaguely towards Agravane and I. We sat on the loveseat across from the couch. I perched the backpack on my lap, not really wanting to put it on the floor.

      “So, um…” I started, then looked about. “Did someone break in while we were in the Great Northern Ridge?”

      We had got back the day before from the last adventure, and while a great portion of my time had been spent nearly hyperventilating from learning about Death’s mother and the fact that I now carried his heart in a jar, I’d at least managed to do laundry.

      “No,” Neja snapped. “Now, please explain why the last person I wanted to see is in my parlour.”

      Agravane bared his teeth ferociously. “Are you this rude to all your clients?” he asked, his tone shockingly sweet. Neja scoffed.

      “You’re here as clients? Not because of the situation with the rock trolls?” she asked. She took another slug of whatever alcohol was in the bottle and chucked the empty container to the side. I winced, overcome by an odd urge to tidy. Or hire a company to do tidying.

      “Why would we be here about the situation with the rock trolls? What situation? Did something happen to Yolanda’s sister?” I asked. I had left the cheerful Katrina on the throne and basically forcing me into exile after I not-so-accidentally went full Reaper on their former leader, Eddie.

      Neja sat up and blinked at me, as if through a drunken haze. She didn’t seem massively drunk, but I did not know much about how alcohol affected djinns. Mostly, she just seemed unhappy.

      “You’re not here to force me to keep quiet about your Reaper abilities? To shut me up after what I witnessed?” Neja rasped.

      I frowned. “Why would I need you to keep quiet? I’m fairly certain all of Elsewhere knows about what happened by now. It’s not like these things stay secret, certainly not after I’ve rather pushed social media to be the more popular means of sharing news. I will admit, I might not have anticipated the consequences of that particular action, but I was trying to just do marketing for Death, and that is far easier with social media than print adverts and word of mouth these days, especially considering⁠—“

      Agravane slapped my shoulder hard enough to jolt me out of my monologue. “Take a breath, Cal,” he said.

      I did so, then adjusted my glasses. “Apologies.”

      “Granted,” Neja said. She looked confused.

      “Why would I need you quiet?” I asked her again, softer this time.

      Neja flinched. She wrapped her arms around herself and pulled her knees up. It was the most vulnerable I had ever seen her, and it was probably my fault. I wanted to fix it, and I didn’t know how, so I waited for her to answer instead.

      “Cal, what I witnessed…it was terrifying. Truly terrifying. I’m a mercenary. A bounty hunter. I have gone after some beings whose power is nearly ancient. And never once have I been as scared as I was than in that cave with you and Eddie. The problem with that sort of power, though, is that it attracts other power. I figured, after everything that went down, you would want things…quiet. So you could gather your forces. Prepare. That sort of thing.”

      I tried seeing things from her perspective, I really did, but the snort came out of me all the same. “Sorry,” I said, then snorted again. “Neja, I’m not laughing at you, I promise.”

      “Sure seems that way,” she snarled.

      “No, it’s just…I work for Death. Any power that wants to get anywhere near him knows they can come after me. I may just be a marketing agent⁠—“

      “Hardly just,” Agravane put in, which was kind, but annoying.

      “I’m a marketing agent!” I insisted. “Which means people know about me, know about my clients, know about so very, very many things that I would like to have kept quiet.”

      “Like the fact that you can’t die?” Agravane asked. “Or your coffee obsession? Or the fact that you can’t ever get glasses to fit, no matter how they’re spelled? Or that situation with the rabbits?”

      “Okay, first of all, the rabbit debacle was not my fault!” I complained. “And secondly, my glasses just don’t grip my nose. It’s a problem with the nose piece that no one can fix. And am not obsessed with coffee.”

      “You’re obsessed,” Neja said. “It’s a well known fact. The subject of many memes. Do you know how many clients have got extra work for sending you baskets of coffee? It’s literally the internet’s worst kept secret.”

      “Is that why I keep getting deliveries of coffee?” I asked. “I thought it was just my deal with the brownie who makes it.”

      “That, too. She’s literally one of the richest brownies in Elsewhere, now.” Neja had unfolded her arms and was looking a little less concerned. She sighed. “I would love to believe that you don’t care about the fact that you’re probably one of the most powerful beings in Elsewhere, but it’s just…”

      “Trust me, Cal cares literally nothing for power. I keep pestering him to do a blog post on the Reality of Reapers, but he just says no.” Agravane ruffled my hair and I yelped, smoothing it back down and glaring. “If he wanted power, djinn, do you honestly think that he would be working for Death with only Yolanda and myself as his assistants? I am quite spectacular, yes, but hardly on the calibre of Creatures That Could Destroy Half of Elsewhere.”

      Neja nodded once. Bit her lip. Then threw a pillow at me. I yelped again.

      “I’ve been worried out of my mind!” she screeched. “I thought you were going to come after me and put a binding spell on me! I thought I was going to have to go into hiding! You couldn’t have said you don’t care that I know the full extent of your powers? You couldn’t have said something? You didn’t even ask if I was alright!”

      I raised a hand. “Considering I only got back yesterday, I haven’t had much time to sort out how everyone is doing. I’m still trying to come to terms with things. I know that…” I trailed off, remembering the look that Neja had given me after I had given the rock trolls my ultimatum, after I had offered Eddie a Choice and enforced it with the power Sebastian granted me. She had looked, if not actively afraid, certainly distant. She looked at me like I was someone she didn’t know, like every piece of banter we had shared was somehow meaningless in the face of my power. Maybe I didn’t care whether I had power or not, but other people certainly did. Neja was one of those people.

      I straightened. I was here for a job, not to discuss our nonexistent relationship. “I am here to hire you for a guard position.”

      Neja blinked and I saw something like disappointment flicker in her gaze before it hardened into the battle-ready djinn I was used to seeing. Nothing fazed her when she was like this. That was what I needed.

      “For yourself?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I need to go to the Goblin Market and find Death’s mother.”

      Neja’s jaw dropped. She sat up so straight I was afraid she’d been electrocuted. Agravane gave her a firm nod. “It’s true.”

      “You can’t be serious,” she said. “How? Why?”

      “I’m dying,” I said. I wasn’t sure I truly trusted her with that information, not personally, but this was a professional job and I needed her to have all the information to do things properly. So I shoved personal feelings into the void in my mind where my emotions usually vanished and continued. “My Reaper abilities are unstable without the anchor of my soul and I’m fading. If I don’t find my soul, I’ll become an empty shell and eventually die. Death says the only one who might know where my soul is, is his mother. So we need to find her. He suggested we start at the Goblin Market.”

      Neja shook her head, then pressed her hands to her hair. “Stars above, Cal, that’s seriously dangerous. The Goblin Market is not for the faint of heart on a good day. You’d have to go deep into the market to even get a whiff of Death’s mother, and you’d need some sort of beacon to guide you to her. It would attract every dangerous monster from, well, everywhere.”

      I nodded. “I have a beacon,” I said. “But I need guards. While I still cannot be killed, I also can’t have this particular beacon falling into anyone else’s hands.”

      Neja nodded, her expression all business now. She flicked her gaze around the room as if cataloguing every weapon she could see. “It’ll be dangerous.”

      “Massively so,” Agravane drawled, expression flat. “If you’re not up for it⁠—“

      Neja held up a hand. “I did not say that. Only that I charge extra for such dangerous work.”

      Agravane snorted in disgust. “Cal you can’t be⁠—“

      “Whatever you require, it will be paid,” I said. Death’s coffers ran deep and I was allowed to dip into them whenever I wanted. A benefit I had used only once, when Agravane had booked the most expensive hotel in Chicago during our business with the Taxman. That had been an accident. This was not.

      Neja nodded again, pressing her deep blue lips together. She looked a little feral, and it had little to do with the tangles in her hair or the ratty pyjamas. It was everything to do with the bright spark of magic in her eye. “Very well,” she said. “I agree. Now, what is this beacon you’re so worried about?”

      I unzipped the bag and pulled out the jar. Inside, Death’s heart—black, shining with blood that was dark as the void and specked with starlight—beat rhythmically. Neja let out a string of curses that was even more impressive than her first. Then we shook hands. The bargain, whether either one of us liked it or not, was struck.
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      It turns out that one of the more complicated things about the Goblin Market is actually getting there. The last time I went, while on a quest for Life to help her kill one of her champions—I was acting as Death’s proxy; it’s a long story—she had just sort of poofed us into the middle of the market. That, apparently, is not the normal way of entry. Not that anything with Life is normal.

      “Why are we in Austin, Texas?” I asked, holding up a hand to shield my eyes from the sun. Neja, bathed, dressed, and now possessed of more weapons than Agravane, had arranged for our transport to the mortal realms. Agravane, thankfully, looked just as confused as I felt.

      “Why is it so hot?” he grumbled, glaring at the buildings around us. “And why are there so many people? And why⁠—“

      “Shut up, you two,” Neja snapped. “It’s hot because it’s summer. There are so many people because it’s a city. And yes, the people are weird, because it’s Austin. Now, we’re looking for The Book Cellar. It’s around here somewhere.”

      We found the book shop a few doors down, behind a wooden door painted a garish shade of red, with a window display of old books that had been sculpted into the shape of a dragon. It was rather impressive, if not entirely accurate. Dragons had far more teeth. Inside the shop, there were shelves of books of all sorts. New on one side, used on another, the selection ranging from the latest political thriller to an entire shelf of indie novels. There were chairs strewn about for the comfort of the customers, and one of them was occupied by a cat whose eyes were disconcertingly intelligent. A man with a scruffy beard and a cheerful green t-shirt sat behind the sales counter, plucking at a mandolin.

      “Welcome to the Book Cellar,” he said, tone just a shade shy of welcoming. He didn’t really look up, just kept playing his instrument, tapping his foot along to some mysterious beat. “How can I help you?”

      Neja stepped up to the counter and lay down three silver coins. “We need access to the back alley,” she said. The man looked up, giving the three of us the once over, ignored the many weapons on both Agravane and Neja, stared hard at me for a moment, then finally nodded. He looked almost disappointed.

      “Alright,” he grumbled. He pushed a few buttons on the cash register, deposited the coins, and handed Neja a receipt. “Second door on the left. First one’s the bathroom, if you need to stop before you go.”

      Neja nodded her thanks and we traipsed through the bookstore, deliberately ignoring the large selection of very nice paperback mystery stories and fantasy adventures in favour of the doorway. I suddenly wished that I didn’t have to go on this ridiculous adventure. Was it too much to ask for a normal afternoon, just one, before having to run off and perform impossible tasks?

      The answer was, as always: apparently, yes.

      “Why does no one ever just come in for the books anymore?” the man whined to someone after we had reached the back hallway. The chord he struck on the mandolin was discordant, an exact mirror of his complaint.

      “Oh, hush. You’re making a profit, right? Just do your job. Besides, you do not want those three lingering in the store. Not with what’s in that bag. I can smell it from here, despite the protection spells on the container.” The responding voice had a bit of an inherent hiss to it and I wondered, briefly, if it belonged to the cat.

      That was silly. That cat was hardly big enough to be a Faerie cat, and those were the only ones that I knew of which could talk. The fact that the voice had identified my Highly Dangerous Artefact was a little concerning, though. I hitched the bag higher on my shoulders.

      The second door on the left was painted a vivid red, though this one was more blood and murder than the cheerful welcome of the front door. Neja looked around nervously to see that the coast was clear, then slapped the receipt to the wood. The paper began to glow, then smoke, then dissolved into the paint. The door swung open. A rush of cool air blew over us, bringing with it the smell of far too many people and questionable food.

      Without even letting me ask questions, of which I had many, Neja shoved me into the portal. I stumbled and did my best not to fall. Agravane ran into me and we both tripped out of the alleyway that held the entrance to the mortal realms. Immediately, I was hit by a myriad of noises and smells and sights beyond belief. A place of impossibilities, ready to devour its next victim.

      The Goblin Market was traditionally a migratory market that never appeared in the same place twice, traversing countries and realms with the ease of powerful magic. In modern times, though, it merely occupied a pocket dimension somewhere between Elsewhere and the mortal realms, connecting to various points by means of portals like the one we’d come through. It looked like a massive underground cave, with the walls made of shining black rock, extending so far overhead that the ceiling was shadowed. Giant stalagmites and stalactites stretched into the air, providing places for carved stone buildings and perches for flying creatures of all sorts. Some of the more permanent shops and buildings were built directly into the walls, with others in tents made of colourful—and probably magical—cloth. There were stalls, wagons, even just a careful nook where someone could set up shop on a rug. People were shouting out wares and prices and the noise of negotiation was thick in the air. Everyone was selling in the Market and everything was for sale. Literally.

      Last time I had come, I was looking for the Iron Witch and was led by Life. It had been a fairly short venture, punctuated only by my discovery of the best coffee ever to have been brewed. This time, I had a feeling I was going to be learning a great deal more about the underbelly of the Market. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

      “Where do we start?” I asked, coughing as a gargoyle walked past, smoking some sort of fragrant herb.

      “This is just the fringes of the Market,” Agravane said. “Mostly for tourists and day trippers, those who only want a simple bargain, like beauty for years of your life, protection charms, that sort of thing. It’s been ages since I’ve been here. Everything looks so different.”

      Neja sighed. “The Market is everchanging. That’s why I don’t like coming here. Things are never the same, and finding what you want to know is ridiculously complicated.”

      I shifted the rucksack straps. “What about my beacon? Can’t we use that?”

      “Sure, if you want to draw the attention of everyone within three hundred yards. Only use it when I tell you, okay?” Neja glared at me and I nodded. Twice. “Good. Now, come on. There’s a good bar somewhere around here. One of the more permanent fixtures. There’ll be someone there who has the right information.”
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