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      We were out of popcorn, and I was crying.

      Yolanda patted my back awkwardly, her massive hands shaking my entire torso more than providing comfort. “It is over, Cal. The movie is over, you do not need to cry.”

      I was about to say that I wasn’t crying because of the movie, but wracking sobs choked me and I could say nothing at all. Ever since I’d been reunited with my wayward soul, my emotions had been anything but steady. I found myself bursting into hysterical laughter at the most inopportune times—such as at the dentist. Other times, I was morose and dour, unable to find a positive word to say the entire day, even about coffee. Or, as it was that evening, I couldn’t even watch a comedic movie without bursting into tears.

      Baz, my cousin and the current Justice of Elsewhere, sauntered back into the room, holding a fresh bowl of popcorn. He froze as he saw the state I was in. “What happened?” he asked, turning to Yolanda. “I left the room for five minutes!”

      My rock troll assistant and friend shook her head. My pet miniature griffin ghost, Tempest, rubbed her head against my arm, sending shivers up my spine. I snatched a throw pillow from the couch and cradled it close to my chest. “He started crying as the movie was ending.”

      “We’re out of popcorn!” I bawled, my tears smearing on the lenses of my glasses. Tempest clicked her beak at me and promptly flew to the other end of the room, obviously annoyed with my antics.

      Baz bit back a snicker, shoved his ever-present sunglasses up his nose—a term of his position, as Justice is meant to be blind, though Baz could still see just fine—and threw himself onto the couch. “Well, you’re in luck! I happen to have made a fresh batch. And there’s a new episode of your favourite soap opera available, so we can watch that.”

      “Plus the new show where the foolish humans run into fire?” Yolanda asked hopefully. She’d recently become entranced with firefighter soap operas, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it wasn’t real, that it was just like the other drama shows we watched. Though, to be fair, I’m fairly certain she thought they were real, too. Baz just shrugged and reached for the remote. He waved the bowl of popcorn in front of my nose and I snatched it, dropping the pillow to the ground. My tears faded, and my uncontrollable emotions settled back into what was, for me, normal.

      Death had said that this emotional unsteadiness would continue for a few months, but despite his cavalier statement, I couldn’t help but notice that I wasn’t left alone for a minute. During work hours, Agravane the aurai, my junior marketing agent, worked with Yolanda to make sure that at least one of them was in the room with me at all times. In the evenings, my girlfriend Neja often came over, usually bearing takeout and claiming that she worried I would starve, since I was incapable of cooking. The last few days, though, Baz had stopped by for a visit, declaring that he was on holiday and wanted to hang out.

      I didn’t believe any of their excuses for a minute. Death likely wanted an eye kept on me since I had absorbed his heart into me and now had more command over the powers of death than before. I was a Reaper already, but now I had slain gods and trapped Fate into a lonely prison. I was, in a word, dangerous. That, coupled with my unstable emotions, was wreaking havoc on my psyche. I tried very hard not to think about the consequences of my recent adventures. I often failed.

      At the moment, my marketing work was shoddy at best. I’d managed to bungle a campaign for a nymph dance troupe, giving the bubbly pop group a decidedly more gothic feel than expected. (That they claimed they’d sold more tickets than ever was beside the point.) I had also started drinking tea at least once a day, which was sacrilege to my coffee habit.

      Worst of all, I’d also forgotten to call my mother twice in the last month, which was an Extremely Terrible Thing. She had, upon my remembering this obligation with abject panic, merely demanded I come for family dinner the next time I was in London. I had not been stupid enough to refuse.

      Basically, ever since reuniting with my soul, my life had become a complete mess. I wasn’t dying anymore, though, so at least there was that.

      Baz, Yolanda and I watched more soap operas and ate more popcorn until I was insensate with exhaustion. When my soul had been on its own, I was rarely so tired. Now, though, I found myself nodding off almost as soon as it grew dark outside. That night, I fell asleep cradling the popcorn bowl, and listened to the quiet murmur of Yolanda and Baz hatching some terrible scheme. Finally, Yolanda relieved me of the remaining popcorn, claiming she was going to wash up. Baz peeled me off the couch and helped me to my room.

      “I hate being like this,” I grumbled, stumbling over my feet and trying to peer through my dirty glasses. “I want to be normal again.”

      “You will,” Baz promised. “It’s just going to take some time.”

      “I can’t even do a proper social media campaign!” I flopped onto my bed, likely wrinkling my very nice trousers and cashmere jumper. I couldn’t bring myself to even bother taking off my socks.

      “Maybe you need some time off. A holiday, of sorts.” Baz rolled me over so I was laying fully on the bed. “We can ask Death tomorrow. Maybe he’d approve a trip to Spain or something. You know, Aunt Teresa likes Spain.”

      “I’m not going on holiday with my mother,” I muttered. The thought was terrifying, partly because my mother was terrifying.

      Baz sat on the edge of my bed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m not sure I’m ready for that experience, either. You in swim trunks at the beach? We’d all be blinded.”

      It was true. I rarely got outside much, and when I did, it was usually overcast and I was wearing a three-piece suit. Except for my unfortunate time travelling adventure to Italy—where I’d first lost my soul, by the way—I had not spent much time in the sunshine.

      “I want to be normal,” I repeated into my pillow. Baz sighed and patted my shoulder.

      “I hate to break it to you, cousin, but I think you lost normal a long, long time ago.”

      He was probably right.

      Just as I was starting to contemplate that thoroughly depressing thought, hysterical laughter now building in my chest, my bedroom began to glow. Not the nice pleasant glow of a lamp on a rainy day, either, but the harsh white light of fluorescent bulbs in an industrial building.

      I sat up, looking around. Baz shot to his feet, and I could almost see his eyes behind his sunglasses because of the light. “Uh, Cal…?”

      “It’s not me,” I promised, standing also.

      Before I could do something smart, like shout for Yolanda or call Agravane for help, music filled the room. Bad music. A high-pitched guitar wailed away, backed up by drums that were not quite on beat, a bass line that was certainly out of tune, plus a saxophone. There were words, too, but they were muted, a chant that was not quite intelligible and certainly did not fit the music.

      The weird thing was, though, the music, minus the chanting, sounded familiar.

      The light flared brightly enough to blind. I reached for Baz and he reached for me, each of us managing to hit each other—he caught me in the kidney and I got his ear—before we actually grabbed hold. The rest of the world seemed to fall away, leaving me with my stomach in knots, my lungs screaming for air in the worst possible way, and a splitting headache.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and held on to my cousin, hoping that whatever this was, he would at least prove to me it wasn’t a dream. Or a nightmare. I’d had many of those lately—ones that had me sitting straight up in bed, screaming—and didn’t want any more. Most of them, I thought, were experiences my soul had gone through while wandering loose. That didn’t actually make me feel much better about the dreams, to be honest.

      Finally, the world seemed to solidify beneath my feet. My stomach was still roiling, but I could take a full breath. The light faded enough that I risked opening my eyes. What I saw only made my headache that much worse.

      Baz and I were standing in a dimly lit room that looked like the storeroom of an unfortunately cluttered shop. There were broken chairs, squished boxes, and a whole host of other detritus that I couldn’t identify at first glance, including what appeared to be the articulated skeleton of a chicken on a pedestal. Most of the stuff was pushed away from the centre of the room, where Baz and I stood in a circle drawn in red paint on the floor, surrounded by candles and random bits and pieces. A bowl with water, a feather, some sort of bones. Outside the circle were five people, four of them pale with either dark hair or blonde hair sticking up in impossible directions. These four wore black shirts, various pieces of metal jewellery, and copious amounts of eyeliner. Three were male, with one female, though they all looked of a piece. The fifth person was Black, and by far much neater, wearing a nice set of black trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves neatly rolled up, revealing tattoos done in white ink. The subject matter seemed to match the detritus of the shop, down to the articulated chicken skeleton.

      Baz was the first to recover his manners and sense. “Hi,” he said, giving a little wave. “What’s going on?”

      The smallest of the pierced and black-adorned people, black hair by far the most gravity-defying, let out a squeal. “It worked!” she said, throwing her arms into the air. American accent, very loud. So not likely we were in Britain, then.

      “I told you it would,” the largest of the goth set said, his white-blonde hair falling into his face when he shrugged. There was a gleam of excitement in his eyes, though.

      “If it worked, why are there two of them?” The Black man narrowed his eyes at me. “And why is one of them not wearing shoes? Are those…ducklings on your socks?”

      “Yes. To be fair, I got pulled from my bedroom, about to fall asleep,” I pointed out. Then I shook my head. “No, wait. That’s not important. What is important?”

      I looked at Baz. He coughed and pointed to the circle we stood in. I straightened. “Right! What’s going on?”

      The female goth grinned, revealing teeth as preternaturally white as Yolanda’s. I tried not to stare. “We summoned you. We summoned Death! It was in Jacques’ old recipe book, from his great-grandmother or something, and it worked!”

      I frowned. Looked at the circle. Indeed, the lines painted on the ground were the right sort for summoning. But both Death and Life were forbidden from answering summonings to the mortal realms, and these were definitely the mortal realms. Then I remembered that I now had Death’s heart in my chest and groaned. I wasn’t Death, but I was close enough that a summoning circle wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And since I wasn’t banned from being summoned to the mortal realms, that meant any fool with a family recipe could call on me.

      Something would have to be done about that. As soon as I got back to Elsewhere.

      I reached for my phone so I could call up a ride home, only my pockets were empty. My phone was gone. I patted myself down, growing increasingly desperate, until I remembered that Yolanda had taken it from me before watching the movie, so I couldn’t do something stupid, like post a selfie on social media.

      I looked to Baz and he shrugged. Right. Since when did he remember to carry his phone?

      Finally, I turned to the desperate goths. Tried to smile politely. “I do hate to be an inconvenience, but I am not Death.”

      “You’re basically Death,” Baz said.

      “Not helping,” I hissed. I smiled again. “I’m not Death. My name is Cal Thorpe, and while I work for Death, I am decidedly not he. Oh, and this is my cousin, Baz.”

      All eyes narrowed on me. There was some desperate muttering into various ears, as well as consulting a very old book that was falling apart and stained with something that looked a little like barbecue sauce. Or blood.

      Then, from the cheerful female: “Well, if you work for Death, it will have to be good enough. You have been summoned and, therefore, are bound to our will until we release you.”

      “That’s not how this works,” I protested. “I’m bound to the circle until released, not to your will.”

      She deflated before my very eyes. “Oh. That doesn’t mean you have to do what we say?”

      Baz shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Make a deal!” the Black man said, nodding eagerly. “If he works for Death, surely he can do what we need.”

      “Yeah!” This from the morose blonde. The other two, I realised, hadn’t done anything but glower. I wondered if they could speak, or if they were even keen on what was going on here.

      “Very well,” the woman said, straightening. “I propose a deal, demon.”

      “Not a demon.”

      “You’re not?” She looked disappointed when I shook my head. She looked again at my duckling socks and seemed to take that as proof I was telling the truth. “Oh. Still, you can help us!”

      “With what, exactly?” I was wary, which was a good thing, given how unstable my emotions had been lately. Wariness was normal for me, as was grumpy discontent and generalised frustration with the world. All of which I was feeling at the moment.

      “We need to break a curse.” This revelation came from one of the two who had been previously silent, his brown-black hair slicked back, a studded dog collar at his neck.

      “A curse?” Baz perked up in the most unhelpful manner.

      “We’re performing in one of the most important music festivals in the country, but everything has been going wrong, to the point where we’re going to be dropped by the producers because of the bad press.” The woman rubbed her neck. The other members of what I now realised was a band nodded in agreement.

      “And how is that a curse?” I was a good marketing agent, but perhaps these people were just bad musicians.

      “Alice has almost been killed three times, Richard’s best guitar was stolen, Bertie had his drum set relocated twice—once to the top of a hotel building—and I’ve had no less than three people try to mug me.” The Black man was growling as he pointed to the woman, the dog-collared man, the morose blonde, and himself. That left the remaining silent man—large, his expression fixed in discontent, and with half his head shaved.

      Baz nudged me. “This is good, Cal. A holiday! Solve a curse, help market the band, and have a good time while we’re at it.”

      I scowled. “And your names?” I asked. “If they’re Alice, Richard, and Bertie, you are⁠—“

      “Jacques and Steve,” the Black man said. “Steve doesn’t say much.”

      I heard a sharp intake of breath from Baz just as I put the puzzle pieces together. A band. The music that had been playing as Baz and I were summoned. A collection of goths, or rather, punks.

      “Oh my—I know who you are!” Baz practically squealed.

      “Oh, no,” I breathed. Because I knew who they were, too.

      Tiny Dinosaurs With Phasers, a punk band that had recently become stupidly popular in Elsewhere due to an accident of unfortunate proportions. Their music was generally considered terrible, but they were still massively well-known and loved. I, personally, had done my best to discourage this obsession. Every effort I’d made had failed. Spectacularly.

      Now, in what was surely some revenge plot from Fate herself, they had summoned me to break a curse for them. And with Baz—perhaps their biggest fan—accidentally along for the ride, I knew that the next thing that came out of his mouth was going to be bad.

      “We will absolutely help you!” Baz screamed.

      Yep. Very, very bad.
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      As one, the band members perked up, the taciturn Steve even going so far as to smile. Jacques reached out to shake Baz’s hand, but was slapped away by Alice before he could cross the lines of the summoning circle and release us accidentally. I frowned, disappointed. That would have solved a lot of problems.

      “Don’t break the circle! We need to finalise the deal,” Alice snapped. She smiled widely at us. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Baz said. “Cal is smart enough to get us out of just about any mess, and⁠—“

      I jabbed my cousin in the side with my elbow, feigning a polite smile. “How, exactly, would you like us to help you?”

      “We want you to break the curse,” Alice said.

      “And make sure we stay in the music festival,” Richard added, tugging at his earlobe. “We have to have a decent chance at this thing. The promo opportunities alone are worth a fortune.”

      I wasn’t about to tell him that their music was a sensation in Elsewhere, no promotion required. Jacques made a face. “I don’t suppose there’s some way you could make us more popular. A spell or something?”

      I tugged at the sleeves of my jumper and sniffed. “No. And even if there were, it would be cheating.”

      Baz nodded, still looking ridiculously cheerful. “Not that you guys need it. Really, you’re awesome! I mean, all those nights in the bar, I would put on your first album and⁠—“

      I jabbed Baz in the side again. He’d been working at a magical bar when I had appeared back into his life—I’d been declared dead, due to my contract with Death, and it got very complicated, especially with my mother. I didn’t want the band to know that his interference was likely what had their numbers soaring in Elsewhere; the number of customers who must have heard that drivel on repeat for years was terrifying.

      “Worked in a bar?” Bertie looked confused. “I thought you were an assistant to Death.”

      “That would be me,” I said. “Baz is my cousin. And, ah, the manifestation of Justice, a career he took after working at a bar.”

      Just in case these people decided they wanted to pursue cheating.

      “Right,” Jacques said. He didn’t look particularly convinced, but then I was wearing socks with baby ducks on it, which wasn’t exactly what people associated with Death. Though, what they expected with a poorly painted summoning circle from a recipe found in a book covered in barbecue sauce, I couldn’t say. “You can do what we ask, can’t you?”

      I shrugged and shoved my glasses up my nose. “I mean, I’m no expert in curses, but I should be able to figure out who would want to curse you, at least. Do some investigation. Actually stopping the curse might require outside services, but I will do my best.”

      This answer did not seem to appease them. The band members talked amongst themselves in low voices, but I got the impression that I wasn’t quite what they wanted.

      Well, if you try to summon Death in a shop with an articulated chicken skeleton, right around bed time, then you get what you get. I could feel my expression slipping into a scowl; a full-blown litany of complaints was building, and there was no popcorn or coffee to calm me down.

      “Are you sure you work for Death?” Alice finally asked, looking me over uncertainly.

      “I do,” I said firmly. “I’m his, ah…” I did not want to tell these people that I was his marketing agent. That would require actually using my prodigious skills in that area to help the band, and while I was perfectly content to do work for the many, many dwarven princes and princesses, or the sellers of coffee, or other such things, the thought of marketing a band whose music I detested—though their brand clothing was very comfortable—did not appeal. I smiled and nodded my head. “I’m Death’s assistant.”

      The second heart beating in my chest fluttered for a second, as if laughing at my obfuscation. It was close enough. Right?

      Baz shot me a look I could feel even behind his sunglasses, but let the matter lie. Finally, their uncertainty still plain, the band members nodded and Jacques reached across the lines of the summoning circle to shake my hand. That wasn’t really how these things worked; they were supposed to get me to agree before breaking the circle, but I would make allowances for naïveté. Besides, I needed to borrow a phone so I could contact the office and tell them not to expect me for a day or two.

      Or three.

      I desperately hoped it wasn’t more than three.

      I shook Jacques’ hand. A bargain was struck.

      “Right,” I said, stepping over the lines on the ground. “First things first.”

      “Shoes?” Bertie suggested. I wiggled my toes in my socks and sighed.

      “I don’t suppose you have Italian leather?”
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      As it turned out, they did not have Italian leather shoes. Instead, I found myself walking through an antiques shop wearing fluffy bunny slippers borrowed from Jacques’ uncle, who owned the place. When asked why they did a summoning circle in an antiques shop, the band hemmed and hawwed until finally Richard admitted that they wanted to be surrounded by as much death-related stuff as they could, and antiques were old enough to be death-related.

      Somehow, their logic—ill-founded and ridiculous as it might be, given that summoning circles worked anywhere—made sense to me.

      The bunny slippers, however, were so horrendous as to keep my mouth shut on the minor compliment.

      I borrowed Steve’s phone, called up Agravane, and explained the situation. While he laughed to the point of tears, I relayed instructions for the office in my absence. Agravane promised he would have Yolanda send
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