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CHAPTER ONE

Callie Delgado needed to find her mom. She also needed to keep her brother sober. And learn everything she could from the Soul Charmer so she and her boyfriend could put Gem City behind them. But before she could do any of that, she needed to find Benton Dally.

The Fall was the type of bar that reminded Callie of the person she never wanted to be. It was too small, too seedy, too familiar. The kind of joint where her shoes clung to the beer- and blood-battered floor.

Outside the dive bar, Gem City shook with sharp storms cutting through the streets with icy winds and dry snowflakes. She took the three deep steps down and opened the door into The Fall. The sticky humidity of other people’s sweat slapped her. The crossfit gym down the street at least had the courtesy of propping open a door. These patrons didn’t want their activities monitored by anyone—in or out of the bar. Callie was banking on that bad attitude to make this trip quick.

Benton Dally had rented a soul twelve days ago. He’d paid for seven days, the Soul Charmer’s max. Callie hadn’t pushed the extra soul into the man’s body, and she didn’t particularly care about his reasons for bulking up on souls. Lying to his boss, cheating on his wife, stealing cash from convenience stores, talking shit at the bar, whatever. As long as he paid the Soul Charmer for the wares and stuck to a single extra soul at a time, she gave no fucks. She had her own problems, and they wouldn’t be solved by some carte blanche sinning or blurred fingerprints compliments of a rented soul. Unfortunately, Benton bailed on the return process, and now Callie had to take it back. It was one of the less glamorous parts of her apprenticeship with the Soul Charmer. She was part repowoman, part stock assistant, and part backup magician. None of it was resumé filler, but at least she had a wad of twenties in her pocket now.

A steady itch skewered deep between her shoulder blades. Eyes were on her. Digging, begging, assessing. Did they see the Charmer’s apprentice, the woman who had burned the competition, or a twenty-four year old woman with curves and a bad attitude? She hadn’t eaten anything solid in four days. Her head throbbed, her fingers ached, and her stomach continued to grind beneath the puddle of ginger ale she’d tossed back earlier.

She spotted Benton at the bar. He wasn’t much older than Callie, but he wore his years. His cheekbones jutted out over hollowed apples. His blue plaid button-down was rumpled, untucked, and open over a stained white tee. Callie wouldn’t ask if the soul renting or the heroin habit came first, but even from a half dozen paces away she could tell he’d dabbled in both.

Benton was the kind of asshole Callie had grown up with. He might not have gone to high school with her, but she knew the look. He hit the pharmacy at lunch break to buy booze. He talked to too many people. He’d be in a fight by the end of the night if he didn’t pass out inside this desolate bar. A knuckle dug in between her ribs. She could have been Benton if she hadn’t focused on school. If she hadn’t called CPS on her mom. If she’d let her shitty situation drown her. Her Chucks stuck to the floor. The mumbling music from the cheap overhead speakers was loud enough she couldn’t hear the crinkle of each step.

Benton couldn’t hear it either.

“You know what’s fucked, man?” Benton cradled a short glass of whiskey in one hand, but flung the other wide. The seats on either side of him at the bar were empty. She shot a knowing look at Johnny T. The bartender had been serving Callie booze since long before she had ID. She hadn’t done a soul collection in his bar before, but the nod he offered was passed with grim knowledge.

Benton hadn’t noticed the bartender walking to the far end of the well. He hadn’t noticed Callie edging up behind him. Heat suffused her skin. She’d been collecting and renting souls for the Soul Charmer long enough to be familiar with the way her body warmed near people with a bonus soul wedged in their chest. Better than the people who’d rented and were flying solo these days. At least warm fingers didn’t stick to everything.

“I’ve worked security at four other buildings.” Benton held up as many fingers. His nails were short and black. Whether from blood or dirt, Callie didn’t care to guess.

She stood behind him and leaned forward to speak into his ear. Stale cigar stench clogged her nose. “You’ve worked jobs, but haven’t paid the Soul Charmer.”

Benton surged closer to the bar. His whiskey sloshed over the lip of the glass and onto his fingers. He slammed his shoulder backward and shifted to face Callie. The wide, milky eyes and taut tendons in his neck eased. Idiot. He licked the spilled liquor from his fingers. “I have experience, but they still won’t even let me take their exam.”

She gave two fucks about his ability to get a job. “That must suck. You owe the Charmer.”

“What do you mean?”

That’s not how this worked, and he knew it. “Cash or souls.”

“I ain’t got anything on me.”

“How are you paying for that Wild Turkey?”

Benton shot scattered looks in either direction. “It just you?”

It was, and normally she hated that. Her boyfriend Derek typically made these collection calls. He looked the part. Hulking and covered in leather and scars. She hid her wounds on the inside, and wielded dark eyeliner as war paint. Not exactly scary mofo material. Callie needed more from Benton than a simple rented soul, though, and that information need to be acquired alone.

Callie sat on the barstool next to Benton. It sagged to the right, but she managed to keep her spine straight. When you’re five foot nothing keeping your head up counted for something. “Did you want to return the soul now or give me what’s in your wallet?”

His huff of laughter carried derision she was too well acquainted with. She knew it better than he knew that whiskey. The flask in her back pocket thrummed against her hip. It was a way to hold souls, but it also spoke to the magic running through her veins. It was ready. Was she? Callie grabbed Benton’s wrist. Skin to skin. A single bonus soul wouldn’t make Callie go en fuego, but she was quickly learning how to turn up the heat.

“Please, little girl.” Benton said derisively. He tried to yank his arm back.

He couldn’t escape her grip, though, not with magic on her side.

She focused on the flutter in her chest and the responding call within his. Callie pooled the magic in her palm. The heat, the energy. She let it coalesce between her palm and his wrist until he began to squirm. Expletives began to bubble from his lips. She let go.

Benton cradled his reddened wrist to his chest. “What the—”

“No. I ask the questions.”

“You can take the soul,” he practically shouted. Johnny T shot her a look, and she shrugged back.

“I was going to take it anyway.” How was this idiot her source of information? Dark times. “Have you seen Nate?”

There. The reason she’d taken this retrieval instead of sending someone else for this delinquent renter. “Nate?”

“Yes, lanky motherfucker. Talks a lot of shit. Slings narcotic treats. Nate.”

“Ford’s dead.” Benton’s voice shook, and Callie understood.

“I know that. I didn’t ask about Ford. I asked about his former number two guy. Nate. Have. You. Seen. Him?” She was running out of time. Both in this bar and for answers. Finding Nate was top priority right now, and each day he dodged her calls, the worse her world got.

Benton scratched a phantom itch behind his ear.

She wriggled her fingers close to his face. “Focus.”

“No one’s seen Nate.” Benton paused and licked his cracked lips. “Corner guy near the cathedral on El Paseo got his stuff from him, though.”

Callie leaned in. Before she could say anything, Benton added, “That’s really all I know. All the dealers are working directly for Nate right now, but word is no one has seen him. That’s all I know. Honest.”

She believed him. Damn it. “Don’t tell anyone I asked, okay?”

“Sure. What about the Charmer?”

She’d almost forgotten about the late dues on the soul. Heat still tingled through her fingers and forearms, but she’d almost associated the discomfort with the heavy energy in the bar and the shimmering fear filling her core. For once, the Soul Charmer wasn’t the greatest of Callie’s worries.

The missing henchman of a dead man prodded greater terror into her bones. Callie took the highball glass from Nate, and downed its remaining contents into two hard gulps.

He opened his mouth to complain. Callie yanked the flask from her back pocket with smooth familiarity, popped the cap, and slapped it against Benton’s chest. A couple soft words of beckoning and the second soul slipped inside.

A neon beer sign lit Benton’s face in unnatural orange, but the color was cooler now. The extraction hadn’t hurt—though she got the impression she could make it hurt if she better understood what she was doing. The guy leaned away from her anyway.

This was the part she wasn’t so good at. She could handle collecting the soul. Flask, chest, boom, done. She could even now beckon the soul, and push one back into someone’s body. Collecting cash? There she was on less stable footing. She bit the inside of her cheek. What would Derek do?

Demand the money. She was a third of his size, running on fumes, and worried about her own problems, but she had to get this done. She thrust an open hand toward Benton. “Wallet. Now.” Her cool tone sounded vicious. She was simply goddamn tired.

It worked, though. He dropped his wallet into her waiting palm. She pulled out a trio of twenties. “Thought you were broke. Couldn’t get a job,” she muttered.

“Pawned stuff,” was all he said, but she didn’t want the particulars anyway. Her brother had hawked their mom’s good china, her television, and a host of other possessions to enable his meth habit. A pang rose sharp up her sternum. Mom. Zara. No. She couldn’t think about her now.

Callie caught Johnny T’s gaze, and dropped one of the twenties into his tip jar. She shoved the other two in her pocket. Forty bucks wasn’t exactly good money for collecting souls, but bringing something back to the Soul Charmer was always better than nothing.

She hurried out of the bar before her bravado evaporated. She hopped over the ice collected in the center of the sidewalk outside. The uneven concrete had made a perfect pool to ruin her day. Inside her car, she cranked the engine and then the heater. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Please be Nate. Please be Nate, she thought. As much as she hated the guy, she needed him to call her back.

It was Derek, though, which was infinitely better. She answered.

“Hey,” the chill in her voice melted for him.

“Hey, doll. What’s your ETA?”

Callie glanced at the clock on the dash. It was already after eight, which meant sliding into peak time for the Soul Charmer’s emporium. By nine o’clock customers would be bustling in every few minutes to get their taste of carte blanche sinning and the freedom it afforded. “I got Benton’s soul back, but I wanted to make another stop.”

She couldn’t say she’d gotten a lead on Nate. Not on the phone, but Derek could read her voice well. “I wish I could say that was a good idea. He’s upping wards for the back room here. If you aren’t back in ten, I expect he’s going to be a hot one.”

Hot one. That was a nice way of saying she was going to have a ton of souls thrown her direction, and her arms were going to char like a winter log in a chiminea. She swore.

“I’ll find us a way to get out to your next stop later tonight. I’d rather go with you.”

She’d rather he went with her, too. “I’ll be there in ten.”

“Thank you.” The affection and promise in those two words had Callie putting the car into Drive. He was worried about her. It was still weird to be okay with that, but for now she could let it ride.

First she’d deal with the Soul Charmer, and then she’d work on finding Nate. Both would help her find her mom. The question was who could get her to Zara first.

Whatever it took, she’d do it. Family came first.

It always came first.


CHAPTER TWO

The dilapidated door at the Soul Charmer’s front entrance was recessed between the brick-and-adobe mishmash of the alleyway. Customers never complained about the jaunt from the street or the three burned-out light bulbs making the entrance dim. Maybe they were ashamed to be renting a soul. It’s not like they didn’t know what kind of morally corrupt thing they were going to do once another’s soul was popped into their body. You didn’t get to this place on accident.

Callie certainly hadn’t. Mobster Ford had forced her into this very shop by taking her brother. Blackmail was bullshit. Callie shook off the memory, and entered the shop.

A heavy shoulder crashed into Callie’s. She reeled to the right. Her knee met the corner of a table. She hissed, but before she could complain ice shot frigid and fast up her forearm. Her fingers froze in a wide “fuck, my knee” pain pose, but it was the biting beneath her skin that had her staggering back a few extra steps and not the inevitable bruise on her leg.

“Sorry. Forgot about...” said Beck, another of the Soul Charmer’s collections guys. He backed up. The icy charge up her arm retreated with each retreating step Beck took. He continued, “Well, I forgot about that.”

She wriggled feeling back into her fingers. “You drop off?”

“Brought back the cash, and Genna.” He wasn’t meeting her gaze. She used to avoid his. He knew she could work soul magic now, and he didn’t bother hiding his fear. Score one for being scary.

Callie nodded. She mentally flipped through the regular customers she’d met. Genna wasn’t tripping any memories for her. She hadn’t been at this long enough to be jaded about the clientele, but she had experienced enough frozen fingers to be irritated every time she discovered a person nearby had bartered with her boss in the past. Ripping that rented soul back out? No one mentioned it came with a smidge of the renter’s soul, too. Just her luck, her magic wanted her to feel it. Too little soul, and she was cold. Three or more souls, and flame on. She was the Goldilocks of souls, and fucking nothing was just right.

“Callie?” a deep, familiar voice pulled her back into the moment.

She turned toward the counter at the rear of the storefront. Derek filled the doorway to the back office. His head almost touched the top of the frame.

“Present,” she said, and started toward him. Beck booked it out the door.

Derek closed his eyes for a moment, and then offered a small smile. He grunted a thank you, low and steady. Callie had been dating him long enough to know that tone meant more than appreciation. He was tired, too, and worried, and he wouldn’t have called her here if it weren’t necessary. She took his hand in hers and squeezed. I know.

“You got a lead?” Derek asked under his breath. He couldn’t dare say Nate’s name here.

She wouldn’t risk saying anything. “Later.”

His stiff nod was solid agreement. “Charmer’s in a mood.”

Join the club, man. Callie squeezed his hand again. “Might as well get it over with.”

She’d been saying that a lot since she started working full-time, on the books for the Soul Charmer. It paid stupidly better than her old job cooking at a retirement home, but the asks there never made your skin pinch and twist. Her days at the home never scared her. She could not say the same about working here.

The Soul Charmer of Gem City’s standard mode was ‘creepy dude.’ He moved too fast. He was too flexible. There was the whole ‘could steal your soul’ thing. He shouldn’t have been able to get any more terrifying.

Shouldn’t was a word Callie needed to drop from her vocabulary.

The seventy-something year-old man scuttled out from behind his desk. His wisps of white hair swirled in a flurry to rival the snow outside. His fingers—normally weighed down with garish gold rings—were bare except for a lone signet ring on his index finger. He’d been wearing the same burgundy pajama set the last four times she’s been in the shop. At least three days in a row. Pungent sweat slithered beneath the sharp astringent of the soul storage space and workroom.

“Calliope. Finally.” The Soul Charmer’s tone was as cutting as ever.

She pulled the flask from her pocket and placed it on the oak desk. “Benton’s soul, as promised. What was the rush?”

“Every soul that belongs to me is essential.”

“Since when,” she muttered.

The Charmer stepped close. She hated when he did this. His nose was inches from hers. Backing away wasn’t an option. Not with the man who imbued her with the soul magic ability. Not with the man who was supposed to be teaching her to harness the magic. Not with the man who always had plans A, B, and C, and most of them involved fire. Up close, though, Callie could see the changes. The sharpening of his cheeks. The darkening of the delicate skin beneath his eyes. She’d been tormented over her missing mother and Nate’s disappearance with her for days now. The Soul Charmer wasn’t suffering over Zara, but Callie recognized the look. Desperation was the one look that could make the Soul Charmer downright horrifying.

Callie dug an incisor into her cheek. Steady. Focus. Appease him. Don’t burn. Get out. Find Nate. Get Mom. She repeated the mantra to herself over and over. The Charmer remained too close. He didn’t speak, but Callie could swear he was digging those beady eyes into her brain or her soul or something. Whatever he was doing, it was unnerving as hell. Callie peeked over his shoulder. Derek fidgeted in the corner. The strain of letting her fight her own battles pulled his jaw tight.

“Where did you put that 1420 jar?” The accusation was almost worse than his breath.

“On the far case.” She pointed to the corner of the room.

The Charmer didn’t so much step back as pop a few feet away. She had no idea how the old man was so nimble. Magic, probably. He went to the bookshelf in question and began pushing jars left and right. Each jar was crafted from smoky black glass, and was only three inches in diameter. If she had never heard of soul renting, she might be able to pretend they were tins of artisanal tea.

“I can’t find it,” he huffed.

Derek stepped forward ready to run interference for her. She barely shook her head no, but he got the message. She stepped next to the Soul Charmer. A jar with 1420/2000 written in tiny, perfect script on the front was just to the right of his hand. Callie didn’t bother telling him, and simply reached over his hand to pick it up. She was mindful to keep her fingers away from the chalk marking the contents. The last thing she needed was to have to try to prove the soul was the one he was looking for.

“Here.”

“Oh. Why did you put it here? The upper-middle range should go on that shelf.” He screwed off the lid and peered inside at the gossamer tendrils swirling inside.

Callie bit back the urge to tell him she’d done as he asked. He was too mercurial for that to matter, though.

“Can you explain the measurement system again?” Might as well try to extract a little helpful information while he was in this addled state.

“Purity scores. If you don’t already know that, I don’t know why I waste time with you.” He tilted the jar to let the overhead florescent lights hit the contents fully. The white-silver strands maintained their natural glow. Must be nice.

“Of course. The closer to two thousand, the more pure the soul. I remember.” She repeated his words from weeks ago. She could have guessed as much. This apprentice thing worked so much better with a mentor who wanted to teach. That was not the Soul Charmer.

“Then don’t ask stupid questions.”

A sharp, clean bell rang through the room. The Charmer’s gaze fixed on Callie, and the hardened black in his eyes held her in place.

Derek cleared his throat a couple times. The heavy grit of his deep rumble scraped through the room. “I’ll see what they want,” he said, and then disappeared past the curtain.

The Charmer cupped the 1420 jar in his hand, and closed his eyes. The soul didn’t leap from its container, and Callie was far enough away to avoid the sizzling effects of the open lid, but the needling sense that something was happening pushed against her chest.

“How do you know what the score should be?” Her voice was barely a whisper, but the sterile room laid everything bare, even her need for any kind of win today.

The Charmer was eerily still. His chest barely flexing with his slow inhalations. But he answered her. “The taste. The scent. The way it feels against you when it begs.”

To an outsider that had to sound batshit, but Callie understood. She’d heard the souls beg for a host, for a home. Her boss had let an oddly sexual undertone float beneath the description, but Callie didn’t take any pleasure from the souls’ needs.

She’d only experienced this a few times. The first couple times were accidents. The others were deep beneath the Cortean Catholic cathedral. Calling souls from a well owned by priests had felt eight kinds of wrong, but it also didn’t give her enough experience to follow his words. “Are the pleas different for purer souls?”

His fingertips skimmed against the lip of the jar. His eyes were still closed, and from the deep noise in the back of his throat, she was thankful he wasn’t looking at her. Moments passed. Finally, he said, “The darker ones cling to your tongue. The bitter burn of bad decisions coating them. The purer ones light your sinuses with that perfect pepper prickle.”

Callie struggled to remember a time when the Soul Charmer had shared so much or been so direct. Maybe sleep deprivation was good for their master-apprentice relationship.

Callie struggled to remember any taste or smell to the souls she’d encountered. The aching fire and the subtle pleas were all she could recall. “Can you taste them only in the jar?”

The clean chime of the storefront’s bell charged through the conversation. The Charmer’s eyes shot open, and his surly tone returned. “I wouldn’t be very good at my job if that were the case. Now get out there and help the customer. I need to handle this.”

He still cradled the 1420 jar, but Callie wasn’t going to bother asking what he needed that specific soul for. The Soul Charmer wasn’t much for sharing plans, and whatever he was getting up to wasn’t going to be a good time. It never was.

She edged through the passage to the front. A clump of ashes filled the incense trays on the counter. She was probably supposed to swap them out, but her nasal cavities could use a break from the potent patchouli. Derek’s hands were at his side, but his fingers twitched like they wanted to go for the folded knife in his right pocket. He wasn’t looking at her, which meant she was going to have to actually deal with a customer. Was it wrong to hope Derek had sent them away?

A stocky woman stood on the other side of the counter. Her eyes were too close together, but shot daggers all the same. “Where’s the Soul Charmer?”

“He’s busy.” Derek injected peak menace into the words, his body, everything. If Callie hadn’t known him, she’d have hauled ass out of the room.

She did, though, and she also was obligated to talk to the woman. Because magic and money. “I can help you.”

“You?” the woman sneered. A white crust caked the corners of the woman’s mouth, and her pupils had absorbed a milky white film. Double junkie: drugs and souls.

Callie put on her best customer service voice. It sounded like the end of her shift, but still minimally bitchy. “What do you need?”

“Soul Charmer knows me.”

So much for hospitality. “That’s nice.”

After half a minute of hard stares from both Callie and Derek, the woman said, “Fine. I’m here to pawn. Need some cash for the weekend.” She brushed a scab off her forearm.

“Okay. How much do you need?” Callie had listened to the Charmer do this negotiation a few times, and could at least get things going.

The Charmer didn’t do too much pawn business. Technically, people could choose to pawn their soul to him for cash. The catch of course was he would rent their soul out until they returned for it. So you’d probably get back a soul more saturated with sin upon pick up. The kind of person who was okay with pawning their souls tended to be more concerned with their next high than any celestial repercussions. Who cared about rising to Heaven when you could get high now?

“A grand.”

Callie almost laughed in the woman’s face. She couldn’t feel souls the way the Charmer did, but it didn’t take any magical ability to know this lady’s soul was bargain-basement quality. “Are you willing to part with it for three months?”

“What? The Soul Charmer doesn’t ask that. Get him out here.”

Derek’s hand found Callie’s behind the counter. It was warm and soft, and the squeeze he gave her told her good things lay ahead. “Donna. We both know the Charmer isn’t going to give you more than five hundred bucks.”

“She don’t know that,” the woman—Donna’s—conspiratorial whisper was loud enough the Charmer had probably heard it.

“She does,” Callie deadpanned.

Donna’s lips pulled into such a tight pout they were liable to crack. “Fine. What’ll you give me?”

Callie stepped around the counter, and discovered the real reason the Charmer kept the incense burning. Whatever was beneath this woman’s jacket may have died. Callie stepped backward for the air space, and then folded her arms across her chest. She pretended to appraise the woman. She could hear the woman’s soul asking for help—though she suspected it’d be happy for the reprieve—and all she could see was the smudge of blood at the collar of the woman’s shirt and a darker substance smeared across the green cargo pants she wore. Neither told her shit about the woman’s soul or its value. Normally this would be the time to call the Soul Charmer up front, but he’d just flap his hands at her and tell her to do it anyway. Might as well avoid it.

“I can do $300 for seven days or $400 for ten.” That sounded realistic, especially given that the woman had clearly done this before.

Derek gave her the most infinitesimal nod. A tiny tangle of worry in her belly eased. She hadn’t completely borked it yet.

Donna huffed, but it was all for show. “Ten days for $400?”

“Yep. Pawning isn’t a way to make a living.”

“I didn’t come here for your judgment.”

Callie almost laughed. Literally everyone came here to escape judgment. Escaping judgment is what kept the Soul Charmer in business. “That’s nice. You taking the deal?”

Callie flexed her arms. When Derek did it, he looked bigger and more menacing. She probably looked like she was hugging herself.

“Fine. Give me the money.”

Callie resisted the urge to tell the lady to fork over the soul first. The Soul Charmer would have done this with style, but she wasn’t a real soul magician. The magic simmering inside her wasn’t wholly hers, and she barely knew the basics of how to manage it. The latter was what made her incline her head toward the back office. “Do you mind getting him for the extraction?” she asked Derek.

He made a dark sound deep in his throat. Donna jumped. Callie said, “Thank you.”

A moment later he returned. “Boss says you can handle it.”

If she could have swallowed her own tongue, she might have. “Are you sure?” she asked for the sake of the customer. She let her fear flush her cheeks.

Derek nodded. It was a somber motion. Slow and understanding.

While Callie had a couple months of practice taking rented souls out of hosts, she’d only ripped the real soul out of a person once. Nate. He’d tried to kill her, he’d tried to kill Derek, he’d angered the Soul Charmer, and the threats that trickled from his bloodied mouth had forced her hand. Or maybe she’d just been too fucking angry. She’d thought about that night in the old airplane hangar a hundred times in the days since, and she still couldn’t say what made her take his soul. She had taken it, though, and now it rested in a tiny jar in the back corner of the Soul Charmer’s storage shelves. Her fingers began to quake and chill, but she had enough distance from Donna to know it wasn’t the woman’s soul-renting past that was freezing her. It was worry. It was regret. It was being a goddamn asshole to her mom.

Zara.

Callie had taken Nate’s soul, and he’d taken her mother. Now the bastard was missing, and Callie was supposed to just—what—rip another person’s soul out like it was nothing? Like the last time hadn’t cost her mother fingers? Like it wasn’t still costing her? Unshed tears welled at her eyelids. She gritted her teeth and forced them to hold the tight line.

Callie fought to keep her tone even, to hold back the guilt grinding against the back of her throat. “Now’s not a great time.”

An icy storm raged in Derek’s eyes. His ire at the Charmer was her beacon. It was her redemption. It was all she had right now. He lifted a hand to proffer an empty jar. She took it, and managed not to swear. The glass warmed her palm. The smoky black finish beckoned her attention. It was just a container in the same way a gas station was just a small grocery store. This jar was made to hold those souls detached from a body. Other objects worked, too, but her flask and these jars were some of the best. If you trusted the Soul Charmer, which she did when it came to magic shit.

The Charmer put on a show when delivering souls to renters. He faked like he could anoint them. He spoke words of power that had nothing to do with the soul’s movement and everything to do with making his client feel like they were partaking in something powerful. They were, Callie supposed, but not in the way they imagined. She blinked, and the image of souls vying for escape from the Cortean well flashed behind her lids. Not now. Callie knocked her chin a little higher, and then stepped toward Donna. A chill bit at her fingertips. She touched the jar’s glass, and it muted the frigid effect on one hand. Callie shoved her other hand in her pocket. The fleece inside her pocket clung to her skin. Donna’s soul was missing enough pieces to kick her magic into gear. What was going to happen when she was full-on soulless?

Callie bit the inside of her cheek. Might as well find out.

She rolled the jar in her palm until it had Donna’s full attention. The woman strove to stand still. Her need for a fix made her forearms and cheek twitch. Her feet stayed glued to the borderline gooey carpeting.

“Are you ready?” Callie asked loud enough to pretend she was asking Donna and not herself.

Donna closed her eyes, and flung her arms wide. The Soul Charmer wasn’t the only one for dramatics, apparently. “Just take it.”

At least Derek was the only person who would witness this. Callie’s heart pounded loud enough to thrum in her temples. She looked to Derek. Could he read the panic in her eyes?. He held Callie’s gaze for a moment, and everything slowed. Her breathing, her heart, her fear, her guilt. It’s funny how that tiny quirk of his lips, and the softening scar on the bridge of his nose, and the kindness in those grey eyes could offer respite, but they did. He did. He nodded once more.

You can do this, she reminded herself. It sounded like a lie even in her head, but the fact was she was going to do this. Fake it till you make it or some shit.

She pressed the open mouth of the jar to Donna’s chest. Callie locked her elbow in close to her ribs before her arm could start shaking from the cold. She stared at the other woman’s sternum like the soul would give her a little wave. It did not. Donna started to lower her arms. Callie needed to think. This wasn’t about Donna. This was about magic. About souls. About homes. She focused on the warmth in her belly, on the cold creeping over her arm. She focused on the magic reacting to Donna and marshaled it toward the jar. The jar appeared to soften to a cloudy grey. Callie pushed the magic further until it touched Donna. It stung, but Callie kept pushing, ignoring the bite. Come to me, she called to Donna’s soul. When it didn’t budge she tried again. This was about home. Couldn’t you use a break from the battering she’s given you? Let me give you a safe home. A breath away. That did it. Only it was too quick, too much.

Donna’s soul leapt from its safe body into the jar, and Callie rocked back on her heels from the force. Heat flashed against her palm. No, her hand was burning. The jar slipped from her grip. Flames danced along her fingers. No, no, no. She yelled for the soul to return to the jar, to the vessel, but it clung to her skin. It begged for a home within her body, and she denied it. The ache of its exposure pressed against her, and she could relate to the blatant need, but she wasn’t taking this junkie’s soul into her body. Pepper burned her nostrils. She squeezed her hand closed into a fist. She ordered the soul away. It began to edge toward the discarded jar.

“Calliope, what are you doing?” The Charmer’s voice sounded meters away.

A moment later the fire was gone and the Soul Charmer of Gem City was glaring at her. He held the lidded jar. “Next time, maybe cap the jar if you can’t control it,” he snapped.

She took the jar from him, and backed away without another word. Derek handed over the woman’s money. No one else needed her in this room. Fine with her. She needed out. She needed to get a lead on Nate. She needed to save her mother.


CHAPTER THREE

“Everyone out here.” Callie didn’t recognize the dark baritone voice, but the volume suggested whoever it was knew there were people in the back of the Soul Charmer’s store. Damn it. She hadn’t left fast enough. The urge to book it out the back bit her jaw. The tang of tinfoil touched her tongue. She couldn’t taste Donna’s soul for shit, but apparently the air of authority could fill her mouth.

Instead of running, however, Callie held steady in the back. No one was peeking past the curtains yet, and as long as her shoes stayed put on the tile floor she could remain fairly silent.

“Calliope, join us.” The Soul Charmer sounded exhausted. At least they had that in common.

She returned to the storefront. Derek was just inside the door. Arms locked tight across his chest. His chin was high enough to enforce his height on others and make every glance a dismissal downward. If he was in fuck-you-up stance, this was not going to be fun.

Two Gem City police officers stood in the center of the room. “Anyone else back there?” the taller one asked. His badge read Grady and his lips flattened into a hard line when he saw Callie. She hadn’t done anything to warrant that scowl. Maybe she just had one of those faces. Pickpocket skills were not a recessive gene, and neither were her brown eyes.

“No,” she said. She was going to keep it to single-word answers. It worked for Derek. Why not for her? Oh, except that she wasn’t six foot plus of badass muscle.

Officer Grady settled his hands on his duty belt. It’d be casual if his fingers weren’t touching his firearm. Callie’s mother hadn’t imparted much wisdom when she was growing up; Don’t hit on seventeen did not count. She had, however, been firm about cops. Avoid them. If that doesn’t work, be polite. If they touch their gun, you best make yourself small and helpless. Zara milked that damsel-in-distress move to pick pockets and to garner favors and cash from tourist businessmen in bars. Callie wasn’t much for the act usually. Right now, though? Callie hoped she looked like an exhausted college kid and not a mid-twenties apprentice soul magician.

“Ortega.” Grady pointed the other cop to the back office. When Officer Ortega didn’t move, he added, “Confirm we have everyone.”

The other officer watched his feet as he walked toward the back. He didn’t see the Charmer’s finger flourish. The soft simmer of magic at her back vanished. Wards down. Odd. It was almost like the Charmer didn’t want the police to know how powerful he was. Her boss hadn’t been bashful about his skills before. This concealment was for Derek. The Charmer’s relationship with her boyfriend was complicated, but at least the magician wasn’t trying to put her man in the line of fire. Well, not with the cops anyway.

The room was quiet while everyone waited for the policeman to return. Derek’s chest barely moved. The Charmer’s lips flattened into a hard line. Everyone waited in silence for the policeman to return, and it for once none of the attention was on her. Grady glowered at the Soul Charmer, and the reprieve allowed Callie to exhale.

Officer Ortega popped his head through the velvet curtain, and confirmed, “It’s empty.” He skimmed his fingers over the curtain, and then ambled back into the room.

The lead officer harrumphed with a heavy enough rumble to rival one of Derek’s grumbles. Callie did a double take. The officer didn’t notice. Grady wasn’t hot enough to pull off the gruff, sour thing.

Grady narrowed his eyes at the Soul Charmer. “Do you know why we are here?” he asked, his voice loud enough to reach the rooftop..

“I would guess you don’t wish to rent a soul.” A blasé Soul Charmer would have been a hilarious thing, if it weren’t for the cops. The man couldn’t help himself. “My patrons do not typically demand to see the back office.”

The Charmer tucked his hands in his pockets. A warm static filled Callie’s sinuses, and she doubted it was a coincidence. What did he have in there?

“No.” Officer Grady’s tone was hard.

“I do offer a discount for law enforcement and military members.” Only the Soul Charmer would have the balls to taunt cops when he knew full well he’d been involved in crimes. Her boss’s needling tone was paired with a silver-toothed smile.

Officer Ortega stood behind his partner, and was pointedly not looking at anyone. Callie thought she heard him snicker. Was he a renter? Callie didn’t recognize him, but the customers were already beginning to blur for her.

Officer Grady scowled. “Are you aware of the attacks on the Ford family holdings?”

“The slaughterhouse magnate?” The Charmer had gone monotone. All revelry disappeared from his voice, and the sharp shift snapped a belt of fear around Callie’s belly.

Officer Grady’s heavy voice hardened. “The councilman, the largest landowner in Gem City, yes.”

“He is not a customer.”

“Is his son?”

“His son?”

It was Officer Grady’s turn to slather on the derision. It wasn’t funny when he did it. “Surely you’ve seen the news. The younger Ford was murdered in his home.”

“I heard there was a rash of fires, but I must admit the news doesn’t captivate me the way it does others.” The Charmer tried to brush it off, to evoke the same casual tone again. He faltered, and the words came a half beat too quickly. “I’d much prefer to talk to clients and focus on aiding our community in the goal of rising to Heaven. Much more noble effort, don’t you think?”

Callie sent Derek a what-the-fuck-is-happening look. His wide-eyed response told her he hadn’t seen the Soul Charmer this blatant or this rushed before. Sure, the man liked theatrics. He’d make the sign of the cross like what he was doing was holy, but his link with the Cortean Church was secret. He wasn’t actually ordained. Why was he risking being exposed? He’d branded her wrist as part of an oath to keep the secret of the soul well and its magic. She rubbed her thumb against the raised ridges in her skin, against her nighthawk mark.

“Mister…” the older cop, Grady, let the opening resonate throughout the space. Heavy tapestries covered the walls in the front of the soul emporium. Hidden by shadow and tarnished by age, they held secrets, but even they refused to muffle the officer’s request.

Callie began to edge closer to Derek, and the silent officer shot her a warning glance. She stopped. No one was laughing anymore.

“Charmer will do,” Callie’s boss said.

The police officers shared a look. Whatever they knew about the Soul Charmer, it wasn’t good. “Fine. Charmer. We need to know where you were last Saturday night.”

The Soul Charmer raised his right hand and held it out to his side. “I am here for my customers when they need me.”

The words were placid, but the sense of scraping steel skittered over Callie’s skin. The men in the room weren’t unnerved, but she fought the urge to rake her fingernails across her chest. The other hand. The Charmer still had a hand buried in his pocket. His knuckles were tenting the satin fabric of his robe with increasing speed. He couldn’t have a soul hidden in there. The fire of an unleashed one would have bit at her consciousness by now. Her cheeks burned with the sizzle of magic. Callie might be able to pull a soul from someone’s body, and she might be able push one inside, but she was miles from understanding the Soul Charmer’s power. He was barely moving, but invisible electricity snapped beneath the soggy carpet. Whatever he was up to, those cops should be running.

Both officers held their place, but Officer Ortega shot a quick look the Charmer’s way. He returned his attention to an empty countertop before he said, “Sir, we need a firm answer. Are you saying you were in this building all day on Saturday?”

The scraping sensation sharpened. Her skin was too tight. She needed to get out of this room, and fast. “He was,” Callie said. “That was a Saturday after a payday, and we’re always slammed hard then.”

The muscle in Derek’s jaw ticked. Callie refocused her attention on the cops.

“You were here, too?” Officer Grady asked.

“She’s my apprentice.” The Charmer couldn’t keep the grin off his face. That reaction was earnest, which only made it worse. Would a punch to his liver shudder
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