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The email arrived at 3:17 a.m.—the exact hour when bad ideas masquerade as good ones and the human soul is statistically at its most impulsive.


SUBJECT: Unlock Your 24-Hour Soul Experience! Limited Deal!
FROM: Disposable Souls, Inc.
ATTACHMENT: SoulRentalContract_V29.pdf

Maxwell Cordell blinked at the glowing screen, half-asleep and entirely miserable. His natural soul—if one could call it “natural”—felt like a cheap mechanical dance floor light flickering on low battery. He had spent all day apologizing to his supervisor, three hours avoiding his landlord, and an entire evening trying not to read his ex’s sixth engagement announcement.

Renting a soul for 24 hours felt... practical.

Besides, Disposable Souls, Inc. (DSI) had a near-perfect satisfaction rating, a catchy jingle, and a mascot—Sunny the Borrowed Soul, an orb with sunglasses and a mortgage.

Max clicked the link.

The website exploded in pastel colours and ascending harp music.

“Tired of feeling nothing? Borrow a soul today! 24 hours of emotions, empathy, and questionable existential decisions!”

Max rubbed his temples. “Why not.”

He scrolled past the ethical disclaimers, the legal disclaimers, and the moral disclaimers that insisted “All souls remain property of DSI regardless of spiritual attachment or sentimental imprinting.”

He signed the contract.

He clicked Accept Soul Delivery.

And at 3:19 a.m., his bedroom filled with smoke that smelled faintly of citrus and midlife crisis.

A glowing orb hovered above his bed.

“Hey, champ!” it chirped. “Name’s Trevor. I’ll be your soul today.”

Max blinked. “Trevor?”

“Standard-issue name,” the orb said cheerfully. “Focus group tested. Now let’s get to work! We’ve got 24 hours to make you feel like an actual person again!”

Trevor swooped toward Max’s chest.

“Wait—should I sit or—”

FOOMP.

Max inhaled sharply as Trevor slammed into him like a warm, affectionate meteor.

He felt... something. Something strange. Something dangerous.

Emotion.

The next morning, Max walked to work feeling alarmingly alive. Colours were brighter. Toast tasted hopeful. Even his landlord’s angry voicemail sounded like a tragic opera.

Trevor hummed inside him. “Doing great, champ! How about we try being honest with your boss today?”

Max laughed out loud. Actually laughed. “Please don’t ruin this.”

Trevor dimmed modestly. “Just suggestions!”

At the office, the receptionist jolted. “Max? You’re... glowing.”

“I rented a soul,” he said proudly.

She nodded. “Ah. It shows. You don’t look dead behind the eyes anymore.”

Max floated to his desk.

For the first time in months, he felt stable, capable, and moderately interested in the day’s tasks. He typed emails with purpose. Actual purpose. He apologized to a client without resentment. He even offered to help a coworker.

Trevor hummed happily inside him. “You’re doing amazing, sport.”

Max almost cried.

Almost.

Trevor helped him hold back the tears “until an emotionally appropriate setting.”

At 2 p.m., his manager, Ms. Peabody, summoned him.

She squinted. “Something’s wrong with you.”

“I’m... okay,” Max said awkwardly.

“No. No, you’re not. Your eyebrows are doing something.” She pointed suspiciously. “Hopeful?”

Trevor whispered, “She’s soul-averse. Proceed with caution.”

Ms. Peabody circled him like a hawk. “You didn’t get one of those rented souls, did you?”

Max hesitated. Souls were technically allowed at work, but managers often disliked them. Emotions caused mistakes, creativity, bathroom breaks, and spontaneous singing.

Trevor whispered in panic, “Lie! Lie like you’ve never had a soul in your life!”

Max blurted, “No! Of course not!”

He smiled too hard.

Too wide.

Too sincerely.

Ms. Peabody recoiled. “Ugh. That is not the face of someone soulless. I’ll be watching you, Cordell.”

During break, Max sat on the office rooftop, admiring clouds like a man discovering poetry for the first time.

“Trevor... am I always this awful without you?”

Trevor buzzed sympathetically. “You’re not awful. You’re... understaffed. Emotionally understaffed.”

Max snorted.

Trevor continued gently, “Look, buddy... I know these 24 hours mean a lot to you. Most clients start crying by now. You’re holding up great.”

Max sighed. “I don’t want it to end.”

Trevor dimmed. “I know.”

“Is there... I don’t know... a long-term rental option?”

Trevor fell quiet.

“Trevor?”

The orb-soul hesitated before replying, voice small.

“DSI doesn’t offer long-term rentals anymore. They had... problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

Trevor’s hum dropped an octave.

“People get attached, Max. Really attached. And sometimes the souls do, too.”

Max frowned. “Is that bad?”

Trevor whispered, “DSI says yes.”

Something cold stirred beneath Max’s ribs.

“Trevor... what happens when the 24 hours are up?”

Trevor didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, the soul whispered something Max felt more than heard:

“Please don’t make this harder.”

That evening, Max decided to make the most of his time.

He cooked dinner. A real dinner. Trevor helped him pick herbs and seasonings. They played music. Trevor made him dance. Badly.

They laughed together—Max with his mouth, Trevor with the warm flickers inside him.

It was the best night Max had lived in years.

At 3:17 a.m., a notification blinked across his vision:

SOUL RENTAL EXPIRING IN 60 SECONDS.
PLEASE SIT DOWN TO AVOID COLLAPSE.
Max froze. “Trevor?”

Trevor’s presence dimmed to a faint glow.

“Hey, champ,” he whispered weakly. “Thanks for letting me in.”

“Don’t go,” Max said, voice cracking.

“I have to. Contract rules. They recall us whether we want to leave or not.”

Max grabbed his chest instinctively, as though he could anchor Trevor inside.

“You don’t want to leave?”

Trevor’s glow flickered.

“I liked today,” he whispered. “I liked you.”

The timer counted down.

10 seconds.

Max felt a ripping sensation building.

“Trevor—please—”

5 seconds.

Trevor whispered, “Don’t be empty when I’m gone. Promise me.”

2 seconds.

Max sobbed. “I can’t.”

1 second.

Trevor whispered:

“Then I’m sorry, Max.”

FOOMP.

The soul tore out of him like a breath being exhaled forever.

Max collapsed to the floor, gasping, empty, hollow.

Trevor vanished.

And for the first time in his life, Max understood what a soul was worth.

When Maxwell Cordell staggered back to work the next morning, his coworkers took one look at him and dimmed their faces in sympathy—not for the hollow man they’d always known, but for the visible wound where something had been pulled out and refused to heal.

“Rough night?” asked a colleague named Jen, who kept a carefully scheduled grief calendar in her desk drawer.

Max sat down and felt the office hum around him like a hive that had lost its queen. The fluorescent lights seemed deliberately judgmental. He tried to recall Trevor’s last words as if they were a phone number he needed to dial—but they slid from his head like rain off glass. All he was left with was a note-to-self scrawled in the margin of his notebook: Promise him.

By noon the newsroom was a boiling pot of stories. Disposable Souls, Inc. released a bland press statement: “We regret any emotional discomfort experienced by clients. DSI operates within all applicable metaphysical regulations and pledges continuous improvements.” The headline servers spat it across feeds as a neutral apology covered in corporate gloss.

At DSI’s headquarters, which sat in a glass building advertising Soul Solutions™ on every floor, the executive team convened on the thirty-eighth floor in a conference room with a view of a city humming with borrowed feeling.

CEO Lorrie Vance swivelled in a chair made of ethically sourced smugness. “We’ve got a few PR burps,” she said, tapping a tablet that projected a soothing graph titled Customer Wellbeing Index—Temporary Soul Uptake vs. Long-Term Stability. The graph looked reassuring until someone pointed out the y-axis was labelled in arbitrary sighs.

“How many complaints?” she asked.

“Two thousand, three hundred and nineteen,” said a man with “Regulatory Affairs” pinned to his lapel. He spoke in a voice reserved for reading tax codes aloud at dinner. “Mostly ‘return protocol issues’ and one very public fainting in a subway.” He winced. “And a hashtag.”

Lorrie’s smile didn’t falter. “Hashtags are for engagement. Issue a gentle, human-sounding apology, then release some behind-the-scenes footage—show the souls are—what’s the verb?”

“Reusable,” someone offered.

“Not reusable. Recycled!” Lorrie corrected. “Recycled has a positive spin.”

The Chief Legal Officer cleared her throat. “We need to address the contractual ambiguities. Clients are arguing that the phrase ‘soul remains property of DSI’ conflicts with natural personhood—”

“Natural personhood is passé,” Lorrie cut in. “We’re onboarding an influencer to deliver a keynote about Soul Empowerment: Renting Your Way to Resilience. Have our PR craft a narrative: souls as a service. Don’t humanize the product. It’s the product that’s being humanized.”

At the back of the room, an underpaid moral philosopher they contracted for diversity optics shifted uncomfortably. “There’s also chatter that some souls—temporary rentals—are being 'reassigned' without adequate memory cleansing. People are reporting deja vu, memory bleed. That might be—”

“A datapoint,” Lorrie said. “We’ll call it a datapoint.”

Across town, in a dingy apartment three floors above an eternally closed bakery, an older woman named Estelle awoke with a stranger’s song on her lips and a recipe in her head she’d never learned. The neighbour’s kid, passing by, peeked in and asked, “Did you... did you know how to tap dance just now?”

Estelle blinked. “No,” she said. Then, embarrassed, she laughed. The laugh did not feel awkward. It felt borrowed, humming on a wire. Somewhere in the city Trevor was singing in someone else’s shower, whistle-lipped and incandescent, and somewhere else Max was at his desk trying to reassemble promise into a shape that would fit the hole.

When Max called the DSI helpline, the music on hold promised “uplifting operatic jingles” and offered him a promotional code: SOULBACK10 for ten percent off his next one-day rental. The customer service agent spoke with corporate empathy. “We’re sorry you feel bereft,” she said. “Our policies are designed to protect both clients and souls. Please refer to Clause 46.7b—”

“Is Trevor... okay?” Max blurted.

“Your soul experience concluded within contractual parameters,” the agent recited. “Trevor has been transitioned to our Care Rotation Program. He may resume active cycles within 48 hours.”

Max thought he heard—through the polite hum of corporate language—the faint echo of a laugh not his, and it made him sick with longing. “Transitioned? Care Rotation? Will he—remember me?”

“Souls are highly adaptable,” the agent said primly. “Correlation between host attachment and soul persistence is atypically low. We recommend healthy detachment practices.”

Max hung up and stared at his reflection. He pressed his palms to his sternum as though holding the last warm imprint of Trevor in place might stop it from evaporating.

Word spread. People who had once mocked DSI’s billboard campaigns now queued outside their kiosks in the drizzle, clutching phones and wallets and reasons to feel again. The demand spike made the headlines: Emotion Boom Fuels Corporate Growth—How Renting a Soul Could Replace Therapy. An analyst on TV, cheeks pinched with excitement, speculated that DSI would be the “Uber of the afterlife.” A disgruntled philosopher on a podcast called it a “market for the metaphysical.” It sounded better than what was happening.

Black-market brokers, the city’s entrepreneurial shadow-cabinet, smelled opportunity. In a basement two blocks from the river, a man named Ricky—who made counterfeit artisanal grief jars in his spare time—hosted a discreet swap meet for second-hand souls. “A lot of people want nostalgia without the grief,” he explained, wrapping a tiny glowing mote in tissue like a pastry. “We do curated sets: Romantic Afternoon, Awkward Apology, Midlife Crisis with Jazz.” The buyers cheered.

Ricky’s market was illegal not because souls were contraband—they were not—but because unlicensed transfers skirted DSI’s maintenance fees and memory clearing protocols. Still, for those who loved risk with their feelings, it was irresistible.
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