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For my parents

(Sorry for all the swearing.)


—— CHAPTER ONE ——

Callie Delgado needed a soul.

Her brother had been kidnapped, his captors were blackmailing her, and here she was, outside one of the most unusual pawn shops in all of Gem City, about to rent one. She just needed to force herself to walk the twenty steps to the Soul Charmer’s front door. The one wedged in a dirty, rundown building on a dirty, rundown street in the dirty, rundown part of town. It was the last place she wanted to be, but the one place she had to go.

Fate was kind of a dick like that.

Downtown Gem City rolled up by 6 p.m.; she was alone with her thoughts. She batted an empty soda can with the tip of her shoe. It skittered along the concrete, banging into a nearby dumpster overflowing with the rotting remnants of life. The kind of life her brother would cease to have if she didn’t walk in that door and let the Soul Charmer put another person’s soul into her body.

What was she doing here? She knew the answer, of course, but pride—well, that and a healthy dose of fear—swelled at the base of her skull anyway. What she was about to do was something she’d sworn she never would. It was dangerous, morally corrupt, and maybe worst of all, made her feel like if she went through with it, she wouldn’t be any better than the junkies and criminals she’d spent her entire life trying to run away from. The thought made her queasy, like she was covered in a coating of grease she’d never scrub away.

But Josh needed her, and family came first. So Callie walked up the steps to the front door of the shop. A faded, gold “Charmer” was painted at eye-level. Flecks of peeling black paint stuck to her damp palm as she pushed the door open. The musk of rotting wood found its way to her nose, along with the warm decay of day-old fast food and cheap beer.

It didn’t smell any better inside the tiny shop. The Nag Champa burning in a glass tray near the door couldn’t cover the stench. It was a reminder of what happened here—dirty, dank things, ones she’d been avoiding all of her life.

The thin carpet squelched beneath her boots. The sound sidled along her skin to spiral up her spine. It was almost enough to make her turn back, walk out the door, and hope everything with her brother turned out for the best on its own.

Dark wood beams peeked out from between tapestries, their gold and burgundy threads muted by the years. If a seedy pawnshop were to set up in a bankrupt church, it would probably look a lot like this, she thought. All that was missing was the “CA$H 4 SOULS” sign. She stepped up to the front counter, which was as dilapidated as everything else in the room. The only thing on it was a small, tarnished bell.

Callie clamped her teeth on her tongue as she reached out. A flash of pain centered her. She had to do this. She had no choice. The bell chimed out loudly when she hit it.

Almost immediately a tiny man, barely five feet tall, emerged from a rear doorway covered in heavy velvet. Words like filthy, dangerous, and wicked rumbled in the back of Callie’s mind. She’d heard plenty of warnings about this man. His eyes narrowed upon seeing her, then lit up like lights on a Christmas tree. He looked like the type of man who would lie about his height, claiming he’d shrunken over the years. Just like everyone said: the Soul Charmer was a sketchy fuck.

“What can I do for you, sweetheart?” His grandfatherly looks—the guy wore green pajamas—didn’t disguise the prurient way his mouth cradled the pet name.

Telling him off and storming out of the store sounded damn appealing, but Callie knew she needed what he was selling a whole lot more than he needed her business. So she swallowed her retort and replied: “A soul.”

He laughed, and it made her stomach pitch. She swallowed the fear-and-bile cocktail. She knew the shame of what she was doing would come later. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

Moving her weight to her right foot didn’t make the words come any faster than shifting back to the left did. She opened her mouth, only to close it again. Her good sense held the reply hostage. “I need one for just a day or two.”

She needed to sound confident, like this was no big deal, a business transaction she did every day, even if the opposite were true. That would be a good start, right?

“A short timer, yes. Not a problem.” His lips parted, revealing two shiny silver teeth in the front. The rest were missing. “The question is: Do you want something pure?”

The way his tongue curled around the word made her skin crawl. Every individual sin weighed a soul down, if you believed the Cortean Catholic church—and there were a lot of believers in Gem City. If a pure soul had been pawned to the Charmer, it meant horrible things for its original owner. Callie wasn’t about to pile on extra shit for that person to shovel. No, she didn’t want to taint a clean soul, even if it was a borrowed one. She was after the non-celestial perks anyway. “Purity isn’t an issue.”

He cocked his head to the side until his ear nearly grazed his shoulder, staring at her. The shop was quiet, long enough to make her think she’d blown her shot at a soul already. “Purity is always an issue. Your soul, for example, would fetch a nice purse. I could arrange—”

“I’m not here to sell.”

He lifted his hands in faux supplication. “I meant no harm.”

“Fine. I need an average soul for a couple of days.” Average soul. She shook herself. What did that even mean?

“That’s understandable. If I were you, I wouldn’t want someone too tainted curling up in that little body of yours either.”

“Are we going to do this or not?” she almost spat at him. Was this how he treated all of his customers? Callie’s irritation was boiling up inside her, but as disgusting as the Soul Charmer was, she couldn’t afford for him to say no. She had to bite her tongue. She looked around the dank room, avoiding his gaze.

“I don’t see a rate menu,” she finally said, gesturing toward the counter between them, careful not to touch it.

“How much do you have?”

Great. Renting a soul was just like buying pot for the first time. Now, though, wasn’t the time to negotiate; she couldn’t risk not getting the goods. Her savings were minimal, but she could only hope the offer would be fair. “$200.”

He shook his head. “Not enough. What else you got?”

What did she have? A car with a hole in the muffler, an apartment with an inconsistent heater, and a brother who fucked up so royally his baby sister had to do a job for some hustler in order to keep his stupid ass alive. A job that required this soul. A soul that wouldn’t raise questions, one that could cover her crimes, and one that could withstand the taint of the filthy things she’d have to do to save Josh.

She shrugged. “Not much.”

“You could pawn that pretty soul—”

“We already covered that.” Irritation, and her need to get the fuck out of his shop as soon as possible, steeled her spine.

“No need to get testy.” His tongue darted to wet his lips, and in that moment Callie swore his green pajamas sprouted scales. Nothing like doing business with the cold blooded.

“Unless you’ve got layaway, I’ve got $200.”

“You can work off the extra.”

The list of things she wouldn’t do to help her brother was short, but renting a soul was already on the outer limits of her comfort zone. She aimed for Zen breathing, and waited for him to take the offer back, shooting him a death glare.

He rolled his eyes. “Not like that. I can see your soul, remember?”

He was bored. Too bad. She was roiling with fear, guilt, and an extreme need for a shower, but she wasn’t getting all preachy about it.

“Then what?”

“A collector.”

“Like I’m supposed to know what that is.”

“Not everyone is good about returning the souls they barter for in this shop. I employ people to retrieve them for me.”

“Employ? You mean like a job.”

“Yes. It’s a common term.”

She didn’t need a job; she needed a soul. “Either you want my money or you don’t.”

“You don’t have money.”

If only that weren’t true. Defeated, Callie turned and strode toward the door, realizing as she left that she was about to fail Josh. She’d do almost anything for him, but this? Working for the Charmer was too much—too terrifying, if she were being honest—and too close to hitting rock bottom.

The Charmer called after her but she was already out the door, into the alleyway. The wind whirled around her, cold and unforgiving. Her hair whipped her face. Lashes she’d earned. Five minutes earlier, she’d expected to leave the shop loaded down from the guilt of having rented a soul. The weight of not renting one was turning out to be worse.

“Okay, I’ll give you a partner,” the Charmer’s voice called out behind her, his tone hardened, like it really was his final offer.

Sometimes people say something so idiotic it nearly stops your heart, and all you can do is wait for your brain to recover and jumpstart the whole operation. That was Callie: a statue in denim. She stopped walking, and turned slowly to face him. “Do I look like the enforcer type?”

“I didn’t say anything about collecting funds. Or injuring anyone.”

“Yes, because I’m sure a polite ‘Please return that soul’ is all it will take.”

“You’re lucky I can see your soul,” he muttered loud enough to avoid losing the words to the wind.

“Not interested.” She shuffled forward again. She’d find another way to save Josh, she told herself. There had to be another way than this, right?

“I’ll give you a partner who can handle the—ahem—heavy lifting. Your soul intrigues me. I think you might have a knack for this work.”

“I don’t want a ‘knack’ for this.”

“It’s an easy job. You can keep your $200, and you’ll get your soul.”

Follow around some collections guy and she’d get the soul she needed to save Josh? The Charmer eyed her—and her soul, Callie suspected—with too much leering interest, but he wasn’t the first creep she’d met. She’d had worse offers before, and besides, deep down she knew she had fuckall in the way of options.

“How long?” she asked, like it mattered.

“You collect with the partner of my choosing for six weeks, and I’ll let you rent a soul for one day.”

“Six weeks? No.” She could probably earn the money in a legit way in six weeks. Plus, Josh didn’t have that kind of time.

“You need me for the soul.” He wasn’t wrong.

Before Callie knew what she was doing, she began haggling.

“Two weeks.” It was her final offer. This was it or she was out.

The Soul Charmer sighed, and gave Callie one last hard look. “Agreed. Two weeks of work for a one-day rental. You get it after your services are finished.”

Fourteen measly days. A fortnight. Hopefully Ford wasn’t going to do anything to Josh between now and then. And anyway, he was the one who’d ordered her to specifically use the Charmer’s services in the first place.

Making the deal felt like the aftermath of downing a shot of bottom-shelf vodka. “Two weeks, and then I get a soul.”

The edges of the Soul Charmer’s lips curled up slowly, lasciviously. Somehow, Callie managed to keep down her lunch. He gestured back to the store’s front door. A flash of gold on his hand drew her attention. How had he managed to get bulky gold rings over those knuckles? They looked like tree trunk knots.

“C’mon then…” he started, then trailed off. “I should probably know the name of my newest employee?”

“Callie,” she said, uneasy about him having even that much of her personal information.

She re-entered his store, but held back as he shuffled toward the worn black curtain he’d parted to enter the room through. He held the curtain open, but didn’t repeat his earlier request. The low ceiling, slathered with a cheap black lacquer, closed in as Callie met his gaze. Guess the job had already started.

The air thickened in the doorway. The step through was like wading in tar. She pushed herself forward, but suddenly her breath locked in her chest. She cleared the doorway, gasping, only to be blasted by a wall of pure heat. It was as though her coat had been incinerated and electricity danced on her bare skin. Callie all but fell into the next room, forcing her hands to stay tight to her side, avoiding the temptation to reach out and grab onto some unknown surface for balance. She finally found her footing, and staggered to a stop. What the hell was that?

The Soul Charmer looked back curiously, but a momentary brightness in his eyes was gone before Callie could be sure she’d even seen it.

“Don’t mind the door,” he said, making his way across the anteroom and opened another door—this one made of a honeyed wood. Warm light began to spill into the chamber.

“The door?” Callie’s voice was distant as she focused on the rows upon rows of picture frames hanging on the walls at her right and left. The glass panes were cloudy, but her gut told her she probably didn’t want to see the obscured faces anyway.

“Keeps other magic from my workspace,” he explained. “Come, come.” He waved his gnarled hand at her. She didn’t flinch this time.

Other magic? The only known magic was soul magic, she thought.

“The pictures do that?”

“Part of the pawn process. Those who choose to lend their souls for my services are recorded in there. They depart when their term is complete.” Eight lamps filled the two-hundred-square-foot space in the next room, their brightness doubled by the reflection from the pristine tile floor. Gone were the dark wood and aged tapestries pandering to the church. These walls were lined with shelves, obsidian jars stacked to the edges on each one. If she closed her eyes, the astringent in the air brought Callie back to the ICU. Memories welled against her lower eyelids, bringing up broken dreams she’d spent a long time trying to forget.

The Charmer settled behind an aged oak desk and began digging through a lower drawer. Callie shoved her hands in her pockets absentmindedly, and for a moment her coat stretched, showing off more of her figure that she ever wanted to reveal to him. She quickly removed them, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

“This—” he finally said, holding up a silver flask with a rich, black stone inlay, “—you will need to take with you.”

Callie reached for it, but he pulled it back at the last moment, out of her reach.

“Press the open mouth of the jar to the person’s sternum, nice and low.” He tapped two fingers against his own. “That will transfer the soul to the vessel. Then all you have to do is return it to me.”

“So where’s the ‘on’ button?” she asked sarcastically.

He ignored her.

“Fine, but does it have to be a flask?” She wasn’t averse to booze, but it was a little closer to alcoholic territory than she cared to venture.

“This one. Yes.”

“Why again do you need me to do this? I mean, I’m not reneging on the deal, but couldn’t your normal guy touch a flask to peoples’ stomachs just fine?”

“No.”

Callie waited for him to elaborate, but the Charmer clearly didn’t want to divulge more. She reached out her hand again. “Fine, then.”

This time he obliged. Her fingers slid over the obsidian inlay on the front of the container. The cool stone didn’t heat with her touch, but her fingertips tingled all the same.

The Charmer smiled, flashing silver. “Yes, you’ll do. Derek will meet you at your home tomorrow afternoon.”

“I’ll meet him here.”

The Charmer glared, but didn’t argue. “4 p.m. Don’t be late.”

Did she really have a choice?


—— CHAPTER TWO ——

Callie cranked the car key in the ignition for the third time, her shaking hands more to blame for the car not starting than the vehicle itself. She tapped the gas pedal and the engine finally turned over. The lemon on wheels was running, and she still had $200 in her bank account. It was almost enough to convince her this evening had been a success.

The Soul Charmer’s store was less than a ten-minute drive from her apartment, but she wasn’t ready to head home yet. She needed time to accept what she’d done. Time to understand what she was about to do over the next two weeks. Being cooped up in her bare-bones apartment with scant furnishings would only amplify her anxiety like a Feng Shui echo. Her extended family was reliable, but she couldn’t call any of them to visit. The closest cousin was sixty miles away and her brother … well, he was obviously unavailable as well. Wallowing and recounting her mistakes was simply safer outside of her one-bedroom. She hooked a left on Agua Fria and headed toward the Plaza.

Under the midday sun, Gem City’s Plaza lived up to the town’s name. The vibrant jewel tones of painted tiles set into the walls of each storefront sparkled under natural light. But the sun had set hours ago. Tourists were tucked back away into their hotels with their authentic chimineas lit in every room to counter the cool desert night air. The sparse streetlights made it difficult for the uninitiated to spot when dusk shifted to pitch black in the empty spaces. Transient men and women meandered the streets. Those who were truly homeless tucked in by store entrances to make camp for the night.

Callie drove the unreasonably slow speed limit, but still had to slam her brakes as a twenty-something woman ran out into the street. The woman’s braided pigtails bounced against the woven poncho she wore, the kind sold at every rural roadside stand within a two-hundred-mile radius. She yelled out to another unseen hitchhiker friend, and then stashed the screwdriver she held in her hand in her right pocket. The hitchhiker—Callie could spot them a mile away—was why Gem City couldn’t have nice things. Callie didn’t need to spot the missing tile in front of Gem Jewelers to know the poncho girl had pilfered it. She might be destined to be a thief, but she wasn’t about to go advertising it.

At least they didn’t touch the Basilica. The church kept their grounds covered in lush, green lawn. The city didn’t enforce water restrictions when it came to the Cortean Catholic church. Callie hit the adjacent stoplight, and spent the next minute and a half next to the bronze statue of Saint Catalina. Three LED spotlights revealed her soft cheekbones and flowing skirt. Others in town might have looked at the statue and thought of Catalina’s story, of her martyrdom, of her quiet strength. But Callie remembered the time Josh tried to convince Father Duncan he wanted to pick Catalina as his saint name. The priest had taken on all the attributes of a turnip, vaguely purple and puffed out at the sides. A few years later Callie chose Catalina as her own saint name, in Josh’s honor.

A couple blocks from home, she pulled into a convenience store parking lot. All the chaos of the day had blocked out her mundane responsibilities. She had laundry to do, but no detergent to make that happen. Her building hadn’t stocked the soap vending machine in seven months. She didn’t have quarters anyway. She stepped out of the car and onto a scrap of yellow police tape with the standard “DO NOT CROSS” verbiage. It fluttered in the cool October breeze.

The shop’s cashier, Callie remembered from the newspaper headlines, had found a severed arm around the side of the store two days earlier. The matching body had been discovered seven blocks over, behind a street taco shop. No arrests, but the whispers that Ford was behind it were growing louder.

They hadn’t bothered to remove the tape yet. Callie shouldn’t have been surprised. Chalk outlines only disappeared when it rained or snowed. The locals didn’t often bring out a hose to wash it away.

So much for calming her nerves before going home. She thought about popping a Xanax when she got home, about how nice it would be to blank her anxiety for a few hours. But that was something Josh would do, and she wasn’t like him. Not like that. Besides, if she was going to save her brother, she needed to keep her own shit together.

Even if that meant a night of laundry, followed by tossing and turning.

Callie had been serving breakfast and lunch to the elderly at Cedar Retirement Home for eight months, and she mostly didn’t hate it.

The people were all right, if you didn’t mind cynical reminiscing over lifetimes of bad decisions, along with a whole lot of gallows humor. Both had been standard operating procedure for Callie since the age of nine.

Unfortunately, keeping busy chopping vegetables to help Louisa with food preparation wasn’t enough to keep her mind off the deal she’d made with the Soul Charmer. She’d woken up with a wicked case of regret. Just what had Josh gotten her into?

Louisa broke into Callie’s thoughts. “Father Domingo asked about you.”

Her distraction must have been obvious, because Louisa didn’t usually mention church so early in the morning. Callie’s boss’s grey hair was wound in a sharp bun, letting light catch her gold cross pendant.

“Nice of him,” Callie muttered. New Mexico had become Cortean Catholicism’s strongest foothold in North America more than a century ago, and now the faith had unyielding public devotion throughout Gem City. In the church’s eyes, purity and piety were equal, and keeping one’s soul light enough—not weighed down by sin—to “rise to Heaven” was the paramount goal of any regular churchgoer. Callie attended services with Lou once a month. It kept the general judgment levels of those around her low—she wasn’t a bad person, but she wasn’t a true believer either—and it made Louisa happy. Callie did what she could to make Lou happy.

“I told him you’ve been taking your mom to service elsewhere, and he said he hoped you were finding time for confession.”

She hadn’t confessed to a cleric in five years. The Charmer had said her soul was still pure, so she guessed she hadn’t done anything to fuck things up too royally. Watching Josh sink to dismal depths had Callie less worried about her own afterlife than others in Gem City. Not that she’d ever admit it. “The church near my house is growing on me,” she lied.

Dropping in on Father Gonzales hadn’t been on her to-do list. Off the books, he encouraged his congregation to leverage soul magic. Soul magic was real, he acknowledged, which was rare enough for any cleric to say publicly. Confessing the use of magic was required, he clarified each time, but whenever she took her mom to his services, Father Gonzales preached reaching heaven by any means necessary. It made sense, then, that all but a handful of people in their state subscribed to a religion founded by a conquistador.

Callie wasn’t too superior to say she didn’t know people who had used the Charmer’s services before, and she wasn’t classy enough to pretend she’d never been in that neighborhood. However, in the decade since the Soul Charmer had set up shop and soul magic became known outside the back alley crowd, she’d never once thought she’d find herself using his services, let alone working for the snake. No matter what loophole Father Gonzales gave his congregation, it was no secret that bad things happened to people who borrowed souls.

Besides, a pristine soul didn’t wash away consequences. Her cousin Kristi was proof enough.

She shook her head at the memory and almost sliced into her index finger with the bulky chef’s knife. Kristi had a nasty husband. No bones to be made about it. She’d also had a sense of finality about marriage: once you’re in it, you’re in it, and there’s no getting out. Callie thought it was a rather fatalistic way to look at a union that’s supposed to be born of love. Then again, Callie was twenty-two and had no intention of getting married.

Callie’s cousin, though, took the shit seriously. Well, the part about never leaving. She yearned for romance (or, more specifically, good sex), and when she realized she wasn’t ever going to get it from her husband, she took matters into her own hands, and rented a soul to cheat on him. It wasn’t staining their relationship, she’d argued. Yes, God cared about her soul and yes, she should avoid sinning, but if she committed adultery using someone else’s soul, she was golden, right?

Callie had never seen the logic, but how could she argue when Father Gonzales basically condoned it? As far as reasons to rent out someone else’s soul, Kristi’s purpose was mild. From stories, Callie knew most people used rented souls for exacting revenge, violence, and murder. Still, it always ended badly. Even if one was out just to get laid.

The idea of a swapped soul might have spared Kristi the wrath of God—though Callie wasn’t quite buying that, regardless of the Church’s stance—but it hadn’t done a damn thing to stop her husband from shattering both her orbital bones and literally caving in Kristi’s face when he caught her in the act. She swore the adultery was on someone else’s soul. While it assuaged her guilt, it was more than a year before the surgeons had her back solid. They didn’t have the money for full reconstruction, though. Kristi had blown all her savings on souls from the rental service she’d spotted in the back pages of a free newspaper: the Soul Charmer.

Real world consequences followed soul rental. Callie’s slices into the onion became forceful chops. The clack of the blade against the wooden board grew louder as she focused on making each movement a prayer she’d stay whole. Her eyes began to water from her sloppy style with the onion.

That’s what she told herself.


—— CHAPTER THREE ——

What did one do to prepare for the first day as a soul collector? Pray? Drink? Sacrifice javelina? There wasn’t a guidebook for things like this. Callie had convinced herself that her work for the Soul Charmer was essentially blackmail. He might not be the source of her woes, but he’d taken advantage of her need. Close enough.

She’d changed out the maroon scrubs she’d worn to work, showered to blight the remnants of kitchen work from her skin, and swiped her chestnut hair up into a simple plait. Everything needed to be casual. Pretending this was any other afternoon would help get her through day one. The jeans, black tee, and pair of Chucks she wore should have been comfortable, but even the rubber soles pressed against her feet as though they wanted to squeeze blood from her. Just another payment she’d make for family.

The phone call to Josh the night before had gone as expected: shitty. He’d been elated to hear she was coming through. The joy hadn’t lasted long.

“Two weeks, sis? Two goddamn weeks?” The jubilation from moments before had been smashed into a hiss. At least he hadn’t called their mom. She’d tried to pawn her furniture for Josh the last time he got in over his head.

“Sorry, but I don’t have a stockpile of money to bail you out again.” Callie had liquidated her savings account for him just nine months earlier. The smashed furniture in his apartment hadn’t elicited much sympathy from her (it wasn’t that out of the ordinary at that point), but the deep, wallowing welts on his forearms had convinced her to hand over the funds. She’d paid his drug debt, and drove him directly to Blue Dove Rehabilitation Center. Four-fucking-thousand-dollars later she was broke, and her brother had somehow gotten himself even deeper in danger.

“I thought I could count on you,” he’d said, resorting to a familiar tactic.

The jab would have hurt last year. This wasn’t the first time he’d thrown it, though. She had to remember: The highs and lows of the conversation weren’t due to his fear or the stress of the situation. He was high, and twenty grand in debt to a drug dealer. He’d paid for oblivion. Must be nice. “I’m doing what I can, Josh.” It was all Callie could offer.

Ford had snatched the phone at that point. “Did I hear I’m keeping this asshole for two weeks?”

Ugh. Even just a few words from Ford left Callie feeling like she was covered in thick tar. She’d fought through the viscous fear. “Yes, and you’re supposed to keep him safe, not high.”

His laugh had unsettled her. “He’s safest around here when he’s not in his own mind.” There had been too much knowledge in those words. A threat had been buried in there, too.

She’d wrapped her hair around her hand and lifted it into a makeshift bun. It hadn’t cooled the heat blossoming at the base of her neck.

“I need a couple weeks to get the soul secured for your job.” She’d rushed the words. The sooner the conversation was done, the better.

“The Charmer running low on stock?”

“I’m low on cash, unless you’ve changed your mind about fronting the money.” Getting the soul might cover her ass when she did a job for Ford, but that didn’t make any of this okay.

“I’ve fronted enough cash. That’s the problem.”

“I know,” she’d muttered, swallowing again and again as her brain had fought to keep the idiocy inside. “One of your men would be better at getting the information from—”

“Don’t say that shit on the phone,” he’d cut her off. Her cheeks burned from the verbal slap. She should have known better. Even a criminal rube like her knew talking about breaking into police records on the phone was dumb. “Your brother made an agreement. In my world we honor our word. You’re holding up his end of the deal. No renegotiating the terms. Two weeks is enough of a change in plans.”

Arguing the finer points of her involvement with a mob boss would only get her snuggled into the dirt. That much she knew. “Right.”

“I expect results.” Ford’s teasing tone had then disappeared. “I’ll keep your bro whole for now. He’s come in handy in the past. You drag this out, though, and we’ll be doing this exchange in pieces. You get me?”

She’d gotten him.

Callie shivered at the memory of her only face-to-face with Ford.

From the outside, Ford’s house was like any other rich asshole’s. A single-level adobe wonder sprawled in a private slip of desert. The mature juniper bushes surrounding the home made it blend into the skyline at night, but Callie doubted Ford had ever spent too much time enjoying the clear skies.

The entrance was where the peaceful façade disappeared. The family portraits inside depicted men Callie had only ever seen in courtroom reports on the ten o’clock news. The henchman who escorted her to Ford’s office was short and wiry. The gun strapped to his hip was hard to miss. With each stutter-step she took, her shoes clomping against the tile, the exposed wooden beams above her seemed to drop, inch by inch, like she was living a video game from the eighties. The burnt-orange accent wall in Ford’s office was a welcome distraction.

“You’re Josh’s sister?” Ford’s back was to her. She’d seen him on the news, but in real life he was shorter, probably five-foot-seven. He wore blue jeans and a red polo shirt. His short hair was freshly cut, making it look like he was still in junior high.

“Yeah,” her voice shook in a the-guy-behind-me-has-a-gun kind of way.

“You sure he’s worth all this?” Ford turned as he spoke. He had a baby face—cherubic with dimples and gentle eyes. In another context, he might have struck her as the sweet boy down the street who’d offer to help the elderly woman rescue her cat. He wasn’t that boy, though. She’d never convince herself Ford was so harmless when there were three severed fingers resting atop a white sheet of paper on the desk next to his hip.

Her brain shorted at the sight, as if ceiling beams had crashed down on her neck. When she came to, they were in another room and she was agreeing to whatever Ford asked. She didn’t argue when he told her a different soul would be required to commit the robbery. Overlaying a second soul onto your own muddled DNA and fingerprints—the cops knew it, but the legal system hadn’t yet caught up to making it illegal. That made soul renting attractive to guys like Ford.

Callie’s mind returned to the present. Despite everything she’d gotten herself into over the past few days, she couldn’t undo the past. What was done was done, and she had to focus on moving forward if she had any chance of getting herself and her brother out alive. Working for the Soul Charmer couldn’t be that awful if it meant Josh wouldn’t be returned in brown butcher paper.

She made a turkey sandwich, but it wasn’t any more appealing than the chicken she’d served at the retirement home. She ate half, and then wrapped the remainder in plastic. Day-old sandwiches weren’t exactly the peak of leftover cuisine, but she’d at least save a few, much-needed bucks.

The air had turned crisp while she was inside. Snow would be capping the mountains in the distance soon. She stepped out and locked the door. An autumn breeze whipped through the exposed staircase at her apartment building. It didn’t cut through her hoodie, thankfully, but the blast cooled the nape of her neck and did nothing for her nerves. Better cold wind than a clammy palm on her neck, she tried to convince herself, but in that moment it was hard to tell the difference.

The drive to the Soul Charmer’s storefront only took about ten minutes. Halfway there, street lamps became sparse enough that clusters of transients could take shelter against the crumbling, graffiti-tagged adobe buildings without drawing the attention of passing vehicles. Her mother had told her she’d get mugged living in a neighborhood “like that.” But her mom’s place wasn’t any nicer. She’d just lived there long enough to know all the neighbors.

Callie debated how close to park. She didn’t know how they’d be finding those who reneged on their deal with the Charmer, and even though renting souls was technically legal, the cops undoubtedly did drive-bys of the place. She didn’t blame them. Criminals used rented souls. She would know; she was on her way to being one of them.

As Ford explained it to her, the first step toward making soul renting illegal was convincing local legislators that borrowing a soul was directly related to criminal activity. Even though it was assumed most congressmen were like everyone else, and enjoyed a little taste of sin without suffering the eternal consequences. Rented souls obscured the proof of the crime, and that made it easy to pass the buck. Once concrete evidence eventually emerged, the truth would be out, and it would be near impossible to change public opinion. The lawmakers would have to fall in line.

Ford had said he had it on good authority that Gem City Police were close to linking the two. They had enough hard data to bury soul renting once and for all, and making soul magic illegal would make criminal activity in the city that much harder. That couldn’t be allowed to happen, he’d said, and that’s where Callie would come in. Once she got her rented soul, she’d be the one stealing their research. Ford said he would take care of the researcher. She didn’t want to know how. She was already too deep in this shit.

In the end, she’d opted for parking beneath a street lamp two blocks away. Far enough that she hoped she would avoid police attention—her inspection sticker was four months out of date—but not so buried in the bad part of town as to have her tires stolen. Fingers crossed.

“You’re late.”

Callie involuntarily stepped backward at the gruff voice. There was so much debris on this street, and so much on her mind, she hadn’t looked up once as she walked to the Soul Charmer’s shop. Something else to add to her long list of recent mistakes.

She corrected her gaze now to assess the new threat. He stood at least six feet tall, and the black leather of his motorcycle jacket helped amplify the width of his shoulders. Her petite form barely equaled half his muscled frame.

“And that would make you …?” She didn’t bother with formalities, or even to point out that she was actually two minutes early, since it mattered so much to him.

He scratched along the harsh edge of his jaw. He had a handful of years on her, making him maybe twenty-eight or twenty-nine. Old scars crisscrossed his knuckles. That bulk beneath the leather and denim wasn’t borne of the gym, then.

“Derek.” He said his name like he hated it. Or her. What a great way to start a working relationship. But really, what had she expected from a person shady enough to work for the Soul Charmer?

“Oh.” She swallowed the ‘you don’t have to be a dick’ lingering on the tip of her tongue, and collected herself. “Then I guess I’m your temporary partner.”

She watched as he took her in, from the ponytail right down to the Chucks on her feet. She’d concealed her figure beneath the hoodie, but she’d been ogled enough times at bars to know he wasn’t assessing her like that. She shifted her weight, unsure what to say next, and glanced around her. The alleyway they were in smelled terrible. Was he going to say something, or were they going to just stand there all day?

Derek narrowed his eyes.

“You bring the flask?” He was all business, she thought. Was that a good thing?

“Yeah.” She’d tucked the onyx in her pocket earlier, and it was still chilly to the touch. Even now she could feel it through the denim of her jeans.

“Let’s see it.” Did he not believe her? No one said tests were part of this gig.

Then again, maybe he was as much in the dark as she was. She sighed and pulled it out. “See? All ready to go.”

He grunted. Callie’s gut twisted. Derek was nearly impossible to read, which meant two weeks of working together would probably be a total fucking delight. Apparently finished with the small talk, he turned his back to her and stalked down the street with silent footfalls that belied his size. She slid the flask into the pocket of her sweatshirt. The extra layers muted the icy sensation of the stone.

“You coming?” He didn’t bother looking back. The Soul Charmer must have told him how desperate she was. Or maybe he’d recognized the guilt hiding behind the deep brown of her eyes when he’d given her that visual dressing down.

Callie took a few long strides to catch up to him. He stopped next to a well-loved, old motorcycle. He held out a matte black helmet for her, but she didn’t take it.

“Just put the helmet on.” Did he think he was talking to a toddler? Callie wasn’t going to survive fourteen days of stilted orders.

“My car is just down the street.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “I can drive.”

“I drive.”

“Congrats, that makes two of us. I’ll follow you.”

“Doesn’t work that way, cupcake.” He watched as Callie stared dubiously at the twin chrome exhaust pipes. “Don’t look at the bike that way. Jobs like this require nimble rides. This is it.”

“Seems like a car would be better for, you know, collecting things.” It was a last-ditch argument. Even Callie heard how silly the words sounded aloud.

“The flask in your pocket doesn’t require a whole lot of cargo space,” he pointed out.

She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of admitting defeat out loud. Callie snatched the helmet from him and strapped it on her head.

“Thank you,” he mumbled as he swung a leg over the machine. He leaned forward enough to make sure there was enough room for her.

Callie climbed on behind him. It had been a long time since she’d been on a bike. Only once her legs were pressed against the outside of his did she realize what she’d inadvertently signed up for. No doubt that she would be getting damn cozy with Derek in the weeks to come. He’d made it clear he was as excited about her involvement in his day as she was, and now she was pressing her chest against his back. A meet cute, it was not.

“Hold on tight.” His words rumbled in echo of the engine firing beneath them.

Derek’s muscles were hard and unforgiving, but as he drove them down the street, the wind whipped at her face, and she welcomed his warmth. A few turns later, and Callie found herself leaning toward the simple and clean scent of soap escaping over the edge of his jacket. He took a quick right and her nose grazed his neck. He stiffened in her arms, but didn’t say anything. Though, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to hear a grunt of displeasure over the roar of engine.

They weren’t on the bike for long.

After five minutes of dodging Gem City’s famous potholes, Derek pulled the rumbling motorcycle up to the curb and killed the engine. She wasn’t struck by silence after the roar died—the street they were on had enough locals on stoops and kids yelling from the basic playground at the corner to fill the void—but Callie was surprised to find the cold stole her breath as she leaned away from Derek’s solid frame.

She bristled at the thought, and climbed off the bike in a hurry, only to find she had nowhere to go. She didn’t know the plan, and wasn’t ballsy enough to ask what it was. She shoved her hands in the front pockets of her sweatshirt, her fingers finding the flask, and stared with faux purpose at the boys riding too-small bicycles up the street, doing her best impression of a tough, relaxed woman who did this shit all the time.

She had only herself to blame for the discomfort. She’d put herself in this situation. Blaming Josh would have been nice, but it was her own damn fault for lending him money. She’d never said no to him. He’d been the cool older brother who took her to concerts and introduced her to pot. But where she’d only dabbled, Josh had taken the whole gateway drug thing as a challenge. He fell deeper and deeper into heavier and heavier narcotics and amphetamines each year. When he’d come to her door, skinny as a rail and saying he didn’t have money for food, she took care of him. She fed him and slapped a couple twenties in his palm. Then she did it again, and again, and again, until she lost count. And she’d lie to herself, telling herself that he was using the money she gave him for bread and meat.

But now her eyes were open, and she was done with all that. Callie put herself on the Soul Charmer’s doorstep, and she had no choice but to follow through. Even if the process made her as uncomfortable as a punk rocker at a country line-dancing bar.

Derek bent forward to stow his gear, and she couldn’t resist picturing him kicking up hay at a hoedown. She snickered into her fist, and it made her feel a little better.

He led her toward the street corner. His legs were much longer than hers, and as he neared the intersection with Eighth Street, he leveraged his ample stride to put a small bit of distance between them. He didn’t look back once to see if she followed. His shoulders remained rounded forward, muscles tight. It was as if he could sense her behind him.

The door handle to The Fall disappeared in Derek’s grip. The bar was unmarked on the street. The faint echo of the street number—a seven and, possibly, a one—were hazy on the door’s window. The lone window—if one could call it that—had the look of antique brass. But she wasn’t in some steampunk den, and it wasn’t for looks. Time and neglect had filled the glass with green and brown fog. The picture frames at the Soul Charmer’s shop, she remembered, had the same ghastly visual, and both came with a steady, unsettling sense of danger. A shiver snaked around her spine and Callie jerked forward involuntarily.

Derek, waiting just outside the doorway, caught her shoulder. His hand lingered after she’d steadied herself. “You been here before?” His rough tone softened.

She gave him a quick shake of her head. She didn’t trust her voice to be steady. Worries were piling above her head, and acknowledging any of them would trigger an avalanche she wasn’t prepared to deal with. At least not now. On a street corner in front of a sketchy bar. With him.

He grunted. Callie thought he sounded pleased, but she didn’t speak Neanderthal. Were they going to communicate in grunts and shrugs like this for the next two weeks?

“Try not to make eye contact inside.” He jerked his head toward the door. He still clutched its handle. “It’ll start trouble.”

Callie was trying to recover, to ignore the twist in her gut. “Do I look like trouble?”

The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Actually, yeah. You do.”

The compliment washed over her, warming her a little. “Hey man, I’m just along for the ride.”

“Right. You could wait—” He trailed off, his dark gaze fixed on two guys walking near his bike. When they moved past, any hint of comradery had been snuffed, and he continued with his stereotypically deep rumble. “Well, I’m not in the mood to fight.”

She doubted that. The boots on his feet were made for kicking ass, and she’d bet a soul rental that he had at least one weapon hidden under all that denim and leather. She wasn’t about to call him on it, though. “Kay.”

He opened the door, stepping inside, and Callie followed, dropping into The Fall with him.

She hadn’t been lying about never stepping foot in The Fall, but that didn’t mean she was unfamiliar with the bar. Its reputation was whispered about at the places she frequented. In Gem City, there were a few different kinds of places to grab a drink. First were the “dive bars,” where rich kids went to blow their parents’ money and line bartenders’ pockets with $2 tips on $1 Pabst Blue Ribbons. Then, there were shitty watering holes where actual poor people went. The dimly lit establishments served the same drinks as the dives, but the music was better and there sure weren’t any Bentleys parked around the corner. They were places you went for cheap drinks. Callie liked those kinds of bars. It wasn’t just that she didn’t have money—though, that was definitely a factor—she genuinely liked the people. The patrons at her kind of bars were respectful if you didn’t want to talk. They were fine if you refused a drink. They also wouldn’t hesitate to warn you that there were much safer places to go than The Fall.

Callie wasn’t surprised to see brick red stains on the concrete floor. The Fall was the kind of bar you went to for a fight. The blood splatters had lost their vibrant color with age, and it’s not like they would be sticky, but she still did her best to avoid stepping on them, like some fucked up version of avoiding the cracks in the sidewalk. A year ago, would she have ever thought she’d be in this situation right now? She clung to the pious belief she was only here for Josh. Family was all you had sometimes, through thick and thin. This was definitely the thin.

Callie stayed close to Derek as he moved through the room. He was big enough to silently command people to step aside for him, and she took advantage of his wake. He led them to a booth pressed against the far wall, far away from the bar itself, which was fine by her. She wouldn’t put a beer bottle from The Fall to her lips if she had a gun to her head. Even the cheap plastic cups she saw littering tables looked suspect. This was the kind of place where the bartender would drug you himself, and you’d wake in the alley without your wallet, or your kidney. No. Thank you.

“So, what now?” Callie did her damnedest to focus on Derek, and not the way the cushion beneath her sagged to the left.

“We wait.” He had a knack for short answers. Lovely.

“For?”

He’d been glaring at the entrance, but he cut a look her way that about sliced her in half. “Too many ears,” was all he said. It was enough.

She decided his silence was keeping her as safe as possible in a shithole like this. So, instead of bothering him with more questions or counting the minutes, she surveyed the room. She wasn’t the only one skipping church services that night. Most people were clustered at the bar. The conversations were physical. Sharp nods, harsh elbows, fists slamming down. Callie drew in a deep breath before glancing up at the dirty ventilation system in the ceiling and shuddering. She couldn’t afford to catch whatever plague simmered in here.

Derek’s fingers wrapped around the edge of the table. His knuckles turned white, but he didn’t move. A short, skinny guy had walked in the door a few moments earlier, and Derek watched him with an intensity that would turn most to dust. The guy sidled up to the bar, rested one elbow on the dark surface, and ordered a shot.
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