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      Have you ever felt nothing? And I don't mean depression. I don't mean those days where it's hard to get out of bed because the world is weighing on your shoulders, although to be fair, working for Death means that I felt that on occasion. I don’t mean boredom or apathy, preventing you from getting up to choose the next movie. Or even just tiredness that makes thinking really difficult.

      No, I mean nothing.

      No pain.

      No joy.

      No interest.

      No boredom.

      Hunger and thirst? Nada.

      Considering the fact that I was sitting around a poker table with a bunch of slightly corporeal souls, I should have perhaps been feeling something. Their time in, well, purgatory? The waiting room? Some sort of in between place between the here and now in the afterwards, gave them a whole lot of time for playing cards, dealing in favours. Which made them very good at poker. I should have been quaking in my shoes, afraid to lose. Especially considering that to my right sat Al Capone and to my left sat Genghis Khan. Across from me sat a woman whose eyes watched me like some sort of cat after prey. She told me her name, but I didn't remember it. The other two called her Mata Hari.

      I wasn’t nervous. Or afraid. Or anything, really.

      See, all these people were dead. Long dead. I was playing with their ghosts, I suppose. I was not dead. Far from it, actually. In fact, given my current situation, I couldn't actually die at all. This was due to a rather complicated set of circumstances in which I had found myself after being shot in a park. See, I had been shot—whether I had been shot fatally is an entirely different question—and met Death. He offered me a job as his marketing agent and public relations manager. Considering who he was, I saw the need. So I accepted. This got me into a whole bunch of situations with my rock troll assistant Yolanda, my air elemental marketing trainee Agravane, some very angry supernatural beings, almost a week with Machiavelli and a half-giantess and the time travelling journalist, and here I was.

      Soulless.

      Feeling nothing. Nothing at all.

      Death had lost my soul. It was a whole problematic accident that had to do with time travel and inevitability and other theories that I don't understand. The point was that Death, after making me immortal in the present had lost my soul in the past, meaning that I couldn't die even if I were killed. Being soulless also meant that I couldn't feel anything. According to Yolanda, I was becoming rather more like a psychopathic killer than the slightly grumpy boss she had come to appreciate so much.

      I suppose I should have been bothered by that statement. I wasn't.

      Of course, if I wanted to stop being an emotionless, potentially dangerous person who would turn into a zombie that required orders to do anything, including sleep and eat, then I needed a soul. Considering that mine was lost, and even Death didn't know where to find it, I needed a temporary solution.

      Hence, poker.

      "Raise you a favour." Mata Hari threw some chips into the centre. She blinked languidly at me, possibly seeing if I was going to blush. I just considered my cards.

      We were playing for different stakes than standard poker. The three opponents of mine were dead. They had no need for such things as money. But they did trade in favours. If I won, then I would get temporary usage of their soul. Now, I knew how to play poker in the theory. I had seen enough James Bond movies to understand the concept. I even had a fairly stunning poker face, considering that I felt nothing and showed no emotion ever. The only problem was, I had never actually played poker. So I was doing poorly.

      "Too rich for my blood," Genghis Khan said. I wondered if he were actually speaking English, or if it was just the fact that all the dead were universally understood, because I was fairly certain that that sort of slang hadn't been around during the Mongol Empire. He folded his cards, sitting back in his chair with a displeased expression. He had lost spectacularly already, being down to his last favour. Mata Hari was doing slightly worse than I was, having played aggressively the whole game with little regard to actually winning. This might have surprised me if I had known more about her history apart from her being a universally acknowledged spy. I just assumed that she wasn't a very good player.

      Al Capone called on Mata Hari. He gave me a sideways glance and smirked. "For a living guy, you're kinda boring. You got nothing to say? No stories? Come on, Cal Thorpe, give us some entertainment."

      "Raise," I said, throwing my chips into the centre. "I am unsure as to what you would find entertaining."

      Mata Hari folded her hand, narrowing her eyes at me. She flicked her brown hair over her shoulder and crossed her legs under the table, shifting her posture ever so slightly. Capone straightened in his chair, considering. The other two were out. By my understanding of the game and what favours each player had left, this was an indication that it was down to Capone and I. If I won, I got use of his soul. If I lost, I would owe him enough favours to keep me employed by the former gangster for nearly a year. Neither option bothered me, nor interested me.

      "Call." Capone narrowed his eyes at me and ran his hands over each other, fiddling with the cufflinks at his wrist. "You work for Death. That's the only reason you're in this game. Anyone who works for Death has to have some interesting stories. At least tell us you've met his wife? You know, Life?"

      "I have met Life.” I threw my cards over, showing them to the table. Capone whistled and deposited his on the table also, leaning back and snarling at me.

      "You've been playing mediocre all night long. It comes down to the final hand and what do you got? A royal straight flush. You are either superbly lucky, or you've got some tricks up your sleeve." Al Capone shook his head, then stood and held out his hand. "Congratulations, Cal Thorpe. You have won the use of my soul for precisely a month."

      "Thank you," I said, also standing. Capone looked at me and held out his hand a little farther, shaking it and raising his eyebrows expectantly. "Oh, you mean for me to take possession now. Forgive me, I did not understand the implication."

      I took Capone's hand, and some sort of something happened. One moment, I was feeling nothing, and the next moment, I was feeling everything. I was elated at having won at poker, a little terrified of Genghis Khan and even more terrified—and also slightly attracted—at the site of Mata Hari's glaring eyes. I felt hunger from the fact that I hadn't eaten for two days, a little tired from having been up for a while playing the card game. I still couldn't feel as fully as I had done before losing my soul, but I felt a little more human.

      I also felt Al Capone residing inside my head, his thoughts and emotions stronger than mine. I couldn't quite put my finger on the emotion that he was feeling at the moment, but it was beyond interest, into the territory of self-satisfaction. It was as if he was feeling…

      "Smug?" I asked out loud, pushing my glasses up the bridge of my nose. "Why in the world would you be feeling smug?"

      Somehow both inside my mind and without, an image of Capone appearing in my vision as clearly as if he were once again a ghost beside me. He looked the same as ever: average height, a little heavy, brown hair, scar on his face. Except he was wearing a grin that could have terrified some of the monsters I’d met. He spoke. "Are you kidding me? I haven't looked this good in ages. You’re a little skinny, but you've got actual hands and flesh. You can go places. Do things. You know how long I have been at that table, trading favours in the hope that something more interesting will happen? And then Death comes around and asks if will let one of his people join. And now, I get to go back into the real world. Temporarily, of course, and not under my own control, but I want a drink like you wouldn't believe."

      "Food, I can understand. I am hungry. Oddly. But, visiting the mortal realms and doing things like going out for a drink, that will have to wait. I have a bunch of new clients to deal with, not to mention Life and Death foisted their family reunion party planning on to me. It's in a week." With that, I waved goodbye to a confused looking Genghis Khan and an angry Mata Hari, turned around and strode out of the doorway that was my entrance to the ether.

      Death had opened this doorway in the heart of my office, saying it would be open long enough for me to go and return. When I had left, my office was as neat and tidy as ever, the desk of my assistant being only slightly less neat than my own, considering that it was covered with tiny geode's and a bag of popcorn. My own desk was terrifyingly clean, any papers organised within an inch of their life, my computer up to date and all of my tasks done. Across the office was the slightly beat up desk of Agravane, the air elemental or aurai I had rescued a while back. He had become some sort of trainee marketing agent and errand boy for the office. I was a little shocked at the neatness of my desk, considering that I was, generally speaking, a messy person, but I was more shocked by the banner that hung across the office, the words Hooray for Cal's Soul written in sloppy letters across it. Beneath the banner, Yolanda stood with a ridiculous party had on her bald head.

      Yolanda was a rock troll, exiled from her people long before I had met her. She was possessed of greyish green skin, wide yellow eyes, strangely white teeth, and was built along the lines of a rugby player. So seeing her in a party hat was a little shocking. What was more shocking was that Agravane was also wearing a party hat, though his looked as though it had been forced upon him.

      I frowned. Shoved my hands in my pockets. "What is all this?"

      Yolanda almost squealed and clapped her hands excitedly. "You are back! I mean, back in the office, too, but with a soul! Now you can get back to being our grumpy boss."

      "I think what she means is that we were both tired of the emotionless stare we kept getting from you these last few days, which is why your desk looks like it's been attacked by brownies determined on cleaning it within an inch of its life. Comparatively, having you back and grumbling at us is a far more agreeable option." Agravane narrowed his eyes and slouched even more, his annoyingly good looks suiting the expression perfectly. "You did win the use of the soul, did you not?"

      "Yes, I did," I said with a sniff. In my vision, though apparently invisible to everyone else, Al Capone snickered. He tugged at the sleeves of his suit, walking around my office as though it were his. I felt his arrogance and that same annoying smugness rising.

      "Should we ask whose soul you're using?" Yolanda ventured tentatively, scuffing her shoe on the floor. "I mean, just in case it might affect…you."

      "Go on, Cal,” Al Capone said, stepping over to the window and looking out onto the grounds of death's estate in elsewhere. He turned around and faced the room, appraising it. "Put them out of their misery. Just tell them."

      I pinched the bridge of my nose beneath my glasses. "Al Capone," I said to Yolanda and Agravane, deciding that it was perhaps not the best moment to begin talking to myself—even if there was actually an entity inside my head. "I am playing host to the most notorious gangster in American history. There, are you happy?"

      Agravane snickered. He went over to his desk and sat, propping his heels on the edge and brushing lint off his trousers. "Seems a perfect match to me. After all, we have a family reunion to plan, and Al Capone sure could throw a great party."

      I sat down at my desk and pulled out the guest list, already feeling a bit of dread. Muted dread, given that my soul was who knows where and the one I was using was just temporary, but dread none the same. After all, I was just a marketing agent, and I was walking around with a notorious gangster in my head. What could possibly go wrong? Well, let me rephrase. What could possibly go wrong this time?
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      Working for Death means that I tend to come into contact with fairly terrifying beings at regular intervals. Planning a party for Death's family—some of whom I had met and was suitably terrified of, and others whom I hadn’t met and was still terrified of—hadn't struck me as something to be avoided when Death first gave me the assignment. However, I now had access to a soul. Granted, it was Al Capone and therefore my fear response seemed to be unusually low, but at the thought of having Death’s family—some of the most powerful supernatural entities in the universe—in one place—I will admit to panic.

      The days of planning the party involved a lot of me muttering to myself and trying to figure out ways in which to prevent things from going wrong. I'd been given a list of very short notations on each family member from Death, stating whether or not someone had a food allergy or whether two aunts or uncles could be seated together. I had been told to hire a photographer and just the thought of that had me scowling for about an hour, according to Yolanda.

      I had informed her that the scowl was because the family portraits were sure to do really terribly on all of the social media platforms. People were already afraid enough of Death, but a full portrait of him and his family was enough to send even the strongest and sanest running for the hills. Not that my marketing strategy for Death was to paint him as a being of sunshine and smiles.

      Still, I did manage to do all of the necessary party things, and on the day of the event itself, Death's estate was opened up to caterers and people who were setting up the tent and tables, two photographers—oddly enough, these were creatures of the same lineage as Doc Graveltoes, a strange gremlin goblin thing that fancied itself a healer—and many more. I oversaw the movements of Death’s heirloom silver to the tables from his grand palatial mansion, a building that seemed to be a cross between Victorian and Tudor style, with ivy of a muted silver climbing the walls, power and beauty in the very stones. I didn't think to ask who Death had inherited his silvers from. I didn't want to know. I had the caterers setting up off to one side, the brownies that were doing the cooking happy to stay out of the way.

      By the time 4 o'clock came around, I had imbibed 3 cups of coffee, no food, and was thoroughly tired of listening to Al Capone rant in my head about the unsuitability of having various alcohols placed next to one another at the bar. I sank into one of the chairs at a table of solid cherry, feeling weariness for the first time in several days. Then it occurred to me that I hadn't slept in rather while.

      But you know what? I had put together one really, really good party.

      And I was pleased with the efforts.

      "You have done well," Death said, peering behind me like some sort of ghost. Had I been more connected to the current soul inhabiting my body, or possessed of a soul more in tune with the ability to feel an appropriate sense of fear, then Death would have scared the living daylights out of me. As it was, I propped my head in my hand, pushed my glasses up my nose and appraised my boss.

      Death, as usual, was wearing clothes that put most people to shame. He was a bit of a dandy. Today, he was wearing a pinstripe three-piece suit in black and grey, a red silk cravat hid his neck, a matching pocket square in his left breast pocket, patent leather shoes, and a cane of ebony with a silver skull at its head. A bit overdramatic, but given the guest list, it seemed to work.

      "Am I going to be expecting any destruction today? Is your estate going to fall to pieces? Will I be blamed for any of it?" They were not the questions that I had intended on asking, but they were the ones that came out. I scowled deeper.

      Death chuckled and took the chair beside me, tapping his cane on the grass. "Still having difficulties getting Mr. Capone's soul under control?"

      "He had me interrogating the whiskey vendor for twenty minutes," I said. I coughed nervously and looked at Death, knowing the answer to my question before I even asked it. "Has there been any news of…my own soul?"

      "No." Death looked around and appraised the scene. His estate in the Lands of Silence, his realm in Elsewhere, was made up of the flora that thrived in the whole realm. The silver grey colour of the ivy was the most common, with grass of a lighter mist shade, the trees sporting leaves that were almost blue in their grey, darker threads spreading through the trunks of the trees and into some of the flowers. It was a land that the average onlooker would call monochrome, but I had come to appreciate that there were distinct and fascinating variations in the place. It was not well inhabited by animals, at least not those you would see in any realms of the living, and I had only encountered a couple of them, but there was life there. It was beautiful in its own way. And if I did say so myself, the wooden tables and artful lawn decorations, the shine of the silver and the gleaming white of the tablecloths all contrasted nicely to create a simply stunning party.

      I was really good at my job.

      "Okay," I said, trying to hide my disappointment at the lack of news. I wasn't surprised. The whole reason I was borrowing Al Capone's soul for a while was to do with the fact that mine was really nowhere to be found. Not even Death seemed to be able to locate it. “You will let me know if you find something, won't you?"

      "You have my word," Death said, inclining his head. He blinked slowly, which was a little disturbing given that his eyes were simply empty pits, and staring into them was like looking into the abyss. Death’s skin was wreathed in black, so dark that it seemed to produce its own shadows, a trail of his power surrounding him. He gave me one last look, then flicked his gaze to where Al Capone was floating incorporeal he beside me, his own shoes barely touching the tops of the grass. "Do be careful with this one, Cal. He is more dangerous than you expect."

      "Well, my other options were Genghis Khan or Mata Hari. You set up the game, this is the result." There was that flatness in my tone again, a tinge of emotionlessness as Al Capone and diverted his attention from me to somewhere else. I coughed pointedly and felt the connection again, his soul bound to me. I should probably try harder to contain him, to control him, but I had been planning a party and I hadn't slept for four days. None of which would kill me, considering I couldn't be killed, but eventually I could be worn down.

      "Interesting." Death did not elaborate on that comment, which didn't really surprise me. My boss was nothing if not reticent. He rose from the chair and without a backwards glance, walked away to where people were starting to arrive, magnificent vehicles pulling up to the drive. There was a Lamborghini that disgorged Death's wife, Life, a being so beautiful that it was hard to look at her, so terrifying that touching her could reduce a person to cinders, so enthralling that you wanted to try it anyways. Life and I didn't particularly get along.

      Behind the Lamborghini was a horse-drawn carriage, led by four horses in colours that did not occur in the natural world. It stopped and the door opened, revealing a being that was petite, so diminutive I might've called her a fairy, if her presence did not seem to take up every ounce of space that was available. A moment later, a car appeared out of nowhere, instantly recognisable and utterly ridiculous. I recognised the owner of this vehicle and decided that I might as well go mingle, since I didn't really want to stick around and wait for Life to approach me, or for Yolanda to come and hide behind me, her natural terror of the powerful beings here leading her to a quiet and trembling afternoon.

      "Ah, Cal! I see you still haven't found your soul," Time said, walking towards me. Time wore a pair of slacks and a white shirt, smirking. I wasn't sure if I liked Time any more than I was fond of Life, but at least had a feeling he wouldn't try to send me back to fourteen ninety-four again. "Oh, Al Capone, a good choice. The 1930s were fascinating. So much going on."

      "I like this guy," Al Capone said. "He seems to know what's what."

      "This whole thing is your fault. But, it doesn't matter. What matters is…did you really arrive at a DeLorean?" I pointed at the car, which was disgorging strange amounts of fog, as if Time had just driven off the movie set. Time chuckled.

      “One must appreciate a certain sense of humour. And I've been told that mine requires improving. So here I am." Time spread his arms and grinned widely. I exchanged a glance with Al, who shrugged.

      "Oh yes, because that's just what we need. Time with a sense of humour." As one, all three of us turned to face the newcomer. Agravane was walking towards us, carrying a glass of some sort of wine, raising his eyebrows skeptically at Time. My employee stopped at my shoulder, taking up a sort of protective stance as we faced a down and being that could tear me into itty-bitty pieces without blinking.

      "I thought I gave you and Yolanda the afternoon off. Yolanda said she would be coming to the party later, but I thought you had…other plans?" It wasn't that I didn't want Agravane there. I actually found the aurai to be quite interesting to talk with. He had some intriguing views and experiences about the balance between Life and Death, mostly built from his time with the Order of Silence, a zealotous cult dedicated to the balance of the universe. However, Agravane was also, well, aggravating. He had a dark sense of humour. and very little filter since I had rescued him from a place where he had no choice but to filter everything he said. I kept waiting for the pendulum to swing back, but it looked like the bluntness was here to stay. Which was not terribly useful at a party.

      "I thought I might attend. Maybe get some interesting pictures for the social media accounts." Agravane held up his phone and waggled it, taking a sip of the wine with his other hand. Well, considering that I was training him to be a full marketing agent, I couldn't really complain with that argument. Besides, Agravane was strangely, stupidly protective of me, and it would be nice not to feel super threatened by everything that I was going to be having a conversation with. It was better than having Yolanda cower behind me, a strange experience from a creature who is almost three feet taller than me.

      “Oh do take my picture," Time said, posing with the DeLorean. Agravane raised his brows at me and I shrugged. But he dutifully snapped a few pictures, showing them to Time for his approval. Time nodded, smiled, and spun on his heel, disappearing in a blink.

      "I think he might scare me more than Death," Agravane said. He stared at the spot where Time had been. "I mean, I know that Death can end me with a single thought, but Time…Time can shape the very movement of the universe. And he knows things that happened before they do, and somehow makes them our choice. I mean, I think he just likes to cause trouble."

      "Time seems to run on his own rules. He seems to believe strongly in the choices of people making up the future, and yet everything is also inevitable. Trying to get into an argument with him about philosophy or the future or anything is like herding cats. Cats with chain saws."

      I should know, I’d had more than one argument with him.

      Agravane nodded at that and took another long sip of his wine.

      "Still, it seems like a decent party. I'm not sure why Death wants a family reunion, considering that he can see his family anytime and anywhere he wants. Did you meet his kids yet?" Agravane nodded his head to where Life and Death were standing, talking to the two younger, obviously immortal beings. I spluttered, and Al Capone patted me on the back, his touch barely substantial, but enough to shake me out of the shock of realising that Death and Life had procreated.

      "You know what, I'm hungry. I'm gonna go get some food. And stay very far away from pretty much all of these people." At that, I turned and started walking to where the caterers had set up a buffet. Agravane saluted me as I went.

      Brownies may not like to be thanked, or really even acknowledged, but they do a spectacular job in cooking. I knew many five-star restaurants back in the mortal realms that could have thoroughly improved their menu with a single brownie at their disposal. As it was, I was happy to avail myself of their cooking while Death mingled with his guests. I filled my plate with a stuffed shell pasta with butternut squash and saffron, a smoked salmon brioche, some sort of tiny truffle thing, and some falafel. I stuffed my mouth full as a walked along the table, looking to see what other options were provided. Even without a soul, which made it difficult to taste things properly and to experience the full joy of good food, I was thoroughly happy at the buffet. Al's mouth was watering too, and he seemed to be thrilled with the choice and food I was making. I gathered that souls didn't actually need to eat, but sharing the experience of eating food was something you didn't forget just because you didn't have a corporeal body connecting you to the world.

      "Grab one of those crème brûlée's," Al said, pointing where a collection of ramekins sat. I nodded, my mouth full of the pasta and reached for the dessert. My hand nearly collided with someone else's and I pulled back, mumbling an apology around my food.

      The person I encountered looked nothing like one of Death’s guests. He didn't have that overwhelming sense of power, or that enthralling presence that many others seemed to have. He was, in a word, completely average. Average height, average looks, average clothes. Frankly, given the fact that I always considered myself completely average too, I was a little relieved. Partly because I thought that I was perhaps slightly more interesting than this person. But also because I wasn't the only one here who was not on par with the immortal beasties that roamed the party.

      "You are welcome to have one," the man said, his voice a little nasally, a little drawling, and completely forgettable. "There seems to be plenty."

      "Thank you," I said and grabbed crème brûlée. Al drew closer to my shoulder, his muscles seeming to be tense, his jaw grinding together.

      "Cal…be careful," Al warned. I waved the guy off; this person before me was someone with whom I could probably get along quite well. He didn't look like he wanted to devour me or kill me or cause me serious harm by sending me back several hundred years in the history. Al rumbled another warning in my ear, this one incoherent and angry.

      "I'm Cal Thorpe," I said, holding out my hand and balancing my plate of food with the other. The man showed his own very full plate of food and shrugged an excuse. I lowered my hand. "I am Death’s marketing agent, and apparently also his party organiser."

      "Ah, so I have you to thank for the food. The last family reunion we had was done in this cavern somewhere in the middle of Elsewhere, the food was absolutely atrocious." Okay, so this guy was a guest. I mean, I had figured as much, but he didn't look like a member of Death’s family. He must have seen the question on my face, because he smiled an apology. My hand reached for a stuffed pepper, almost of its own volition.

      "Of course, you wouldn't recognise me by face. I am Death’s cousin. I'm the Taxman," he said with a smile. I took in his average clothes again, his average looks, his average height, his average expression, and felt the beginnings of fear in the back of my mind. I couldn't tell if this came from me or from Al Capone. I could tell, however, that the stuffed pepper that my right hand was currently lobbing at the tax man was definitely not done by my will.

      The pepper hit the taxman square in the chest, ruining his pressed white shirt. Al Capone snarled a victory beside me. "Take that Taxman! You're not gonna get me again."

      I took in a breath, forcing my will on Al Capone, pushing him aside and regaining control of my body. "Ah. Well."

      "This was my favourite shirt," the Taxman said. He looked at the remains of the stuffed pepper on the ground at his feet, then back up at me. "Someone's going to have to pay for it."

      Well, great. My first public outing with Al Capone as my ride along, and things were already going pretty much as expected. Which was to say, not well at all.
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      If I had been feeling it all normally, being called to Death’s study would have been something like being called to the principal's office. Of course, no principal's office that I knew of was panelled in rosewood, with bookshelves stretching from floor to ceiling, club chairs of worn, warm leather flanking an ever burning fireplace. Frankly, it felt more like a proper English club, a place of refuge and peace, than any study. Then again, I had never actually seen Death do work, so I wasn't entirely sure what his study would require.

      As it was on that day, Death stood beside the fireplace, with the Taxman sitting in one of the club chairs, glaring angrily at me. I was still full of the defiant self-righteousness that Al Capone was radiating, standing there with my hands casually in my pockets, my shoulders straight but somehow slouched. It was a stature of unspoken power, the knowledge that I was one of the more powerful beings in the room. I wasn't. I knew this. But for some reason, I could not get rid of that slouch, the one that mirrored Capone, as he stood there beside me.

      "Would you care to explain why it is that you threw food at my cousin?" Death asked, brushing some imagined dirt off his lapel. He glanced at me with raised eyebrows, which was a little disturbing given his lack of eyes and eyebrows. Death was, after all, basically shadow covering skull. "This is a grave offence, Cal. You have broken guest protocol."

      I swallowed, the first act that felt fully mind since Capone had thrown the stuffed pepper at the taxman. Guest protocol in many places in the moral realms no longer meant anything. Depending on the culture, people did as they pleased. But in Elsewhere, it still held huge amounts of power, sometimes even more than any law. It was almost as unassailable as the reality of Life and Death themselves.

      Unfortunately for me, swallowing was about the only acts that I could manage without Al taking control. He spoke for me. "It's on account of him that I went to prison in the first place. It's on account of him that I lost my empire, that I died forgotten."

      I closed my eyes and squeeze them shut. I had been killed countless times, had solved a murder on behalf of Death, had travelled through time, and I was not about to let one dead American gangster control my body. I imagined myself reaching out and grabbing hold of the back of Al's neck, squeezing it and forcing him out of control of my body. The apparition beside me hissed and reached back as if to swat away my hand. It wasn't actually there, and any pressure that he exerted on me to remain in charge failed. I was Cal Thorpe, and while I may have been having a really bad day, it was my body. It wasn't just going to let some minor possession make things worse. Once I was fairly certain that Al was contained within a mental cage, I opened my eyes and looked up.

      Death was still watching me with brows raised, but the Taxman was looking at me with an open sneer of disdain. "Everyone must pay their taxes, Mr. Capone. It is not my fault that you chose to disregard that."

      Al snarled from within the cage, the apparition beside me doing his best to advance on the Taxman. I kept him still. "You have my sincerest apologies," I said, not even a hint of a waver in my voice. Perhaps that was because I had somehow weakened the bond between Al and myself in maintaining control, or perhaps it was because my possession of his soul was only a temporary solution, one meant to keep me from becoming nothing, not one meant to keep me human. "I have only recently acquired the use of Mr. Capone's soul and I am incredibly sorry for losing control long enough for him to…break guest protocol."

      "Cal, if it were under any other circumstances, I would be inclined to do absolutely nothing in reprimand. You losing your soul was indeed my fault, and therefore some of the consequences must be mine. However, you have broken guest protocol. You have allowed Mr. Capone to use your body and throw…a stuffed pepper at my cousin. Given the unusual circumstances surrounding the situation, I cannot agree to full reparations. However, I can force you to repay a favour. Death’s voice was sombre, more serious than I had heard him in quite some time. For all that he was, well, Death, my boss was usually in generally good cheer. Oh, you would only very rarely hear him laugh, and I myself had only heard him give a dark chuckle every now and again, but he usually bore some sort of half smile and a general disinclination towards maiming and utter chaos. That was more the providence of his wife, who was really and truly terrifying.

      To have him turn this solemn tone on to me, to have him declare that I would be repaying one of his favours—one of the primary means of currency in Elsewhere—made me more than a little uncomfortable. But, he was right. It was my fault that I hadn't controlled Capone. I hadn't thought it necessary to put such checks into place because we were going to be at a party, and any of the guests could probably squish me with their little fingers. That was why my assistant Yolanda, a rock troll and theoretically quite powerful, was hiding away in our offices instead of at the party as promised, probably watching a movie and eating salted popcorn. That was why Agravane had stood so close, his bizarre protective instinct toward me getting in the way of a healthy dose of respect and fear. It had been mildly relieving to have the mind of, admittedly, a dangerous killer at my disposal. That was obviously a mistake.

      "Absolutely," I said, finally managing to pull my hands from my pockets. "I can absolutely fulfil a favour. I mean, I probably wouldn't be able to do the things that Death can do, but I can provide you with all of the skills at my disposal." Granted, that statement was probably not my wisest one, given the circumstances that working for Death usually got me into, but the accusation and the crime were quite serious. Truthfully, Death could easily strip me of Al's soul and leave me in emotionless, mindless creature for eternity and be perfectly justified in his punishment. I’d heard stories of killing people who broke guest protocol. It was a serious breach of honour and order and when you had beings who could level whole cities together, those things were more important than coffee. The favour was potentially dangerous, but in the long run, a far better option. I just hoped it wouldn't involve wrestling dragons or something. I might not of been able to be killed, but I could feel pain.

      "Very well," the Taxman said with the air of someone having just dotted the last ‘i’ and crossed the last ’t’ on a legal contract. "I accept this exchange as reparation for breaking guest protocol. As it turns out, I have need of someone who has connections to both the mortal realm and the magical nature of Elsewhere. There is someone in Chicago who has been dodging my messages."
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