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Praise for Shotgun Sorceress


“Snyder excels at placing the reader directly in the action of her surreal world, and keeps them firmly ensconced there despite a fast and furious pace.… Eccentric secondary players also contribute to the enjoyable wild ride.”

—Bitten by Books




“From start to finish this is a wild ride that you’ll find impossible to set aside so, once you begin reading, don’t make any plans for the weekend!”

—Night Owl Reviews




“With a suspenseful trip through a dark faery region, several uber-dark visits to Jessie’s internal ‘hellement,’ and all kinds of monsters and demons causing all kinds of chaos, Snyder is quickly building a series that—if it keeps up this pace—will surely become a favorite of cross-genre fans.”

—The Horror Fiction Review



Praise for Spellbent


“Snyder combines the best of Jim Butcher and T. A. Pratt in this wildly imaginative and intensely gripping urban fantasy trilogy launch.… Threads of romance, horror, action, and humor weave throughout, serving as the perfect backdrop against which memorable characters and a unique system of magic can shine.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“This fast-paced urban fantasy has a few twists that make it stand out from the pack. Yes, the plot moves quickly, but that doesn’t stop Snyder from developing her characters and building her world. Fans of Kim Harrison’s Rachel Morgan series should be pleased with Jessie, another butt-kicking female witch who doesn’t let anyone tell her what to do.”

—Booklist




“Apprentice wizard Jessie Shimmer breaks a lot of rules to get her boyfriend/teacher back from hell in this quirky and fast-paced dark urban fantasy, a very impressive first novel.”

—Locus
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part
one

Burning Souls




chapter
one

Trouble

“Miko … you don’t have to do this.” I strained against the leather straps binding me to the old electric chair, unable to break free, unable to take my eyes off the keen blade she kept flicking open and closed in her hand. It was a restless, angry motion, like that of a caged jaguar lashing its tail.

Only difference was, Cooper and I were the ones trapped in this dungeon, we the ones at the mercy of a predatory keeper.

She stopped flicking the switchblade and gave me a withering smile. Something far beyond hate burned in her green eyes. Her naked skin was flushed, sheened with perspiration, but her nipples were as hard as if we were in a meat freezer.

“Oh, but I do,” she said. “I promised you I’d take a trophy tonight, and I will. I can’t break a blood oath, Jessie. It’s not in my nature.”

She turned to my boyfriend, whom she’d shackled to a rough wooden Saint Andrew’s cross in the corner. Cooper was sweating, breathing hard against the blue silk rag she’d stuffed into his mouth. His white cotton dress shirt was soaked, plastered against the tight muscles of his abdomen. Miko opened the stiletto again and began to pick the buttons off his shirt with the point of the blade. I heard them ping against the concrete floor and roll away into darkness.

Once she’d exposed his torso, Miko drew the blade down the center of his chest in a single quick motion, bright red spilling down his damp flesh as his skin split. His eyes rolled white as he shuddered, but he didn’t make a sound.

“No! Don’t!” I begged. “Please.”

To my surprise, she stopped. And then she turned and stepped toward me, my lover’s blood dripping from the tip of her weapon. Her bare feet crunched on the broken glass littering the floor, turning the shards to glossy rubies.

“I must take a trophy,” she repeated. “Will you take his place, then?”

“W-what?” I said.

“You or him; it doesn’t matter to me.” She paused, tilting her head thoughtfully to the side as she stared at me. Appraising me. “You might even survive it. I don’t know about him, though. Sometimes the wiry ones can go the distance … and sometimes they’re done in five minutes.”

I scanned the unforgiving stone walls, looking for something, anything that would give me an idea of how to get us out of this. Jesus. There didn’t seem to be any escape except to submit to whatever twisted vivisection she had planned. All my powers seemed lost to me here.

“It’s up to you.” Miko turned and slowly walked back to Cooper. “I won’t touch you without your consent.”

“What about him? You … you’ve got him gagged, he can’t consent to this.” I couldn’t keep my voice from shaking.

She smiled and patted his stubbled cheek. “Oh, he made me certain promises when we were alone together. I have all the consent from him I’ll ever need.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. How had Cooper and I ended up like this? I’d tried to do the right thing, but now I was starting to doubt anything honorable or noble could survive when Miko was involved. How could I have stopped us getting to this horrible place?

The decisions I’d made only a few days before had led us here, and all other roads were lost to me now.

   My familiar, Palimpsest, bent his eight legs into a crouch on the hot pavement outside Rudy Ray’s Roadstop. I tightened the straps on my backpack and pulled the enchanted gray satin opera glove up higher on my left forearm so I wouldn’t accidentally set him on fire. Gripping handfuls of his ferret-pale, shaggy fur, I hauled myself up onto the saddle pad wedged between two of his vertebral crests. Pal grunted in pain.

I worried I’d burned him, but the glove still covered my flame hand, so I stopped moving. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” There was an odd strain in his telepathic voice.

“You’re sure you’re fine?” I pressed.

“Yes, quite. I’m just a bit sore from my scuffle with the rats. It’s nothing more than bruises; I gave myself a couple of solid knocks on some low-hanging pipes down there.”

Bruises, my ass, I thought. His rangy legs were scratched, and he was missing patches of fur. The wererats in the steam tunnels beneath the local university had lured him to a place where he couldn’t use his magic; he was lucky he’d gotten out of there alive.

“If I’m on one of your sore spots, I can sit someplace else,” I said aloud.

Pal replied by changing the subject. “Are you absolutely, positively, without-a-doubt sure you want to do this?” He looked back over his shoulder at me and blinked his four eyes, licking his saber-toothed muzzle uncertainly.

“Those miserable people are burning this very minute,” I replied, thinking of the thousands of townsfolk Miko had stripped of their souls since she’d taken over Cuchillo. She was the daughter of the Japanese death goddess Izanami, and was so damn dangerous that the Virtus Regnum put an isolation barrier around this particular ventricle in the heart of Texas. Guardian spirits had driven us here, either to die or to weaken Miko or both. But when she tried to take my soul, she got the devil I’d been possessed with instead. Having the beast inside her drove her mad; whatever afterlife she’d created for the souls she’d taken had surely become a place of nightmarish torment, supposing it hadn’t been one before.

My devil, my job to clean up after it.

“I have to get ’em out of there if I can,” I said.

The trouble was, I was sick with fever, physically and mentally exhausted, and I didn’t have any clear idea about how I could possibly defeat Miko once I found her.

“Please tell me you’re not planning to head straight into the desert to go looking for her, are you?” Pal asked.

“Oh. Uh, no. I … should probably tell Cooper and the Warlock what I’ve decided to do, huh?”

My stomach knotted at the thought of having to face my boyfriend and his brother. Miko worked her black magic on our emotions, horning the Warlock and me up and making Cooper furious and distant. It was a sick trap, all right; when Cooper caught his brother and me in a compromising position, the two men had come close to murdering each other.

Hell, I’d come pretty damn close to killing the Warlock myself. I’d dragged him into my own personal hell dimension, and … I still wasn’t sure what to call what we’d done to each other in there. The memories made me want to swallow a bottle of Rohypnol and scrub my skin raw in the shower. It didn’t matter that it hadn’t happened in the “real” world—we’d tapped into something dark and terrible in our psyches. I wished eternal damnation on Miko for putting us in that position, but what I’d done in the hellement was my own sin. And I didn’t know how I could make up for it, not to the Warlock, and not to Cooper.

“Letting your beloved know where you’re going would seem prudent.” Pal’s tone was dry. “Shall I take us back to the Saguaro Hotel, then?”

“Sure, but give me a moment.”

I turned toward Rudy and his daughter, Sofia, who were talking in hushed Spanish in the shade of the awning over the gas pumps. Although both of them had been Miko’s captives, they hadn’t seen each other in at least a year; old Rudy was smiling, but his craggy face was still wet with tears.

“Hey, um, I’ve got to go,” I called over to them. “Y’all stay safe, okay?”

Rudy hurried over, his cowboy boot heels clacking on the pavement. “You ain’t leaving so soon, are you? Caint you stay for some supper?”

“I’m sorry, but I really do have to head back.”

“Well, you take care.” He looked from me to Pal and grinned. “You take care, too, big feller. I know you had a lot to do with bringing my daughter home.”

“He did,” I said. “I’d have never made it this far without him.”

“You look like you got yourself into a real scrap,” Rudy said, frowning at the cuts and abrasions on Pal’s legs. “And you’re looking a mite peaked besides.”

Rudy looked back up at me, concerned. “I think you should take him to see a vet, if they have vets for critters like him.”

“Believe me, I will, if I can find one,” I replied.

Rudy pushed his cowboy hat back on his head. “Well, thank you for all you done, miss. If you ever need anything, anything at all, let me know and I’ll make it happen if I can.”

Rudy waved adios to us and headed back to join his daughter in the shade.

I gave Pal a pat to let him know I was ready to go. His abdomen expanded as he took a deep breath, and he began to play his flying spell through the valved exhalation spiracles on his belly. It sounded like out-of-tune calliope music. He leaped into the air as the spell began to take hold, and soon we were soaring fast through the sun-hot air, heading straight for the tallest building in the middle of the small city.

* * *

Pal gave another grunt of pain as he touched down in a clear space in the street in front of the Saguaro. The broiling blacktop was littered with hundreds of corpses: townsfolk who’d been desouled and turned into Miko’s puppets. They mostly wore a mix of pajamas and once-nice clothes; every scrap of cloth clinging to their wasted forms was blood-brown and ragged. She’d hit the town on a Sunday morning when the people would be most vulnerable. To her, a sleeping family home was a delicious bento box, a packed church an all-you-can-eat buffet. According to the memories I’d tasted in some of her victims, few people had thought to bring a weapon into a house of God … not that any mundane weapons could provide much defense. A gunshot wound was of little more consequence to her than a mosquito bite. She’d been born in the apocalypse at Hiroshima, so I doubted anything much smaller than a tactical nuke would stop her.

Without Miko around to control the zombies, their diseased bodies had expired within minutes. Mercy at last. The smell was epic roadkill putrescence, the kind of stench that slips up your nostrils and chokes your whole brain until you can’t think a single thought that isn’t centered on getting the hell away from it. I hoped some of the local Talents were preparing a spell to bury them as quickly as possible. Failing that … well, I could help burn the dead, at least.

The strength of the diabolic fire in my left hand was fading; I wasn’t sure I’d have enough power to defend myself whenever the Virtus Regnum decided to lower the isolation barrier and attack me directly. They were waiting to see if I’d finish off Miko, or see if she’d be the end of me. It was just a matter of time before I’d find myself running like hell from one of the huge guardian spirits again.

As far as the Regnum was concerned, I was vermin—dangerous vermin, sure, but ultimately nothing more than a creature to be killed as quickly and efficiently as possible once I was no longer useful to them. I had no more right to counsel or appeal than a sewer rat. And that sucked huge donkey balls … but at least I never had to wonder if my life was in danger.

Unfortunately, it also meant that the lives of the people I cared about most were also in danger.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked Pal as I slid down to the street.

“Yes, quite. Don’t worry about me.” He was starting to wheeze.

I didn’t believe him. Not even a teeny little bit. Rudy’s veterinarian suggestion struck me as a good one, but I didn’t know if any of the Talented healers who’d survived Miko could help a strange hybrid like Pal.

The front doors of the hotel slid open and my brother, Randall, stepped outside. Seeing him was like looking at my reflection in some charmed fun house mirror that turned me into a blond man. It was a little eerie, and made even stranger because I was still getting used to the idea of having an older brother. While I’d been living my decidedly unglamorous life as a student in Columbus, Ohio, he’d been going on all kinds of adventures as part of the Dallas Paranormal Defense team. I had no clue he even existed—not the slightest hint that my parents had a child before me—until my father asked me to rescue him from Miko.

Of course, a month ago I hadn’t known who my real father was, either. It had been a bitter relief to discover that my mundane stepfather wasn’t my real father; after my mom died and my magical powers started to develop, he panicked and would have dumped me in a mental institution if my mother’s sister hadn’t offered to take me. His rejection hurt and kept on hurting, a slow burn of feeling like an unwanted freak that finally went away when I met Cooper Marron my first year in college. Time might heal all wounds, but being in love (and being loved in return) deftly plucked that thorn from my psyche.

So, good to know my biological father was really the notorious Magus Shimmer, an outlaw necromancer who couldn’t be a dad to me because he’d been sent to a high-security Talent prison before I was even born. And then he’d escaped prison by having himself murdered. The resurrection afterward had apparently been a bit rough, and his recovery delayed his intended parental duties by another few years.

Yeah. I had a lot of stuff to try to get my head around. It’s always unsettling to discover you’re not the person you thought you were, even if the new you seems a whole lot more interesting.

“Hey, sis, you’re back!” Randall smiled at me, showing straight white teeth, but even his bright grin couldn’t mask the anxiety I saw deep in his hazel eyes. He stepped toward me, and my eye instantly fell on the shiny bronze lizard brooch he was wearing on the pocket of his gray T-shirt.

Just as I was wondering why the heck he was wearing a piece of jewelry that would look more at home on some little old lady at a tea party, the glittering lizard blinked at me and crawled into the pocket.

Randall didn’t seem to notice my surprise. “Dad says you need to mirror someone named Mother Karen, like right now.”

I felt a sudden surge of alarm that drove away my curiosity over his little metal friend. Were Cooper’s infant brothers in trouble? I had a sudden, irrational vision of the Virtus Regnum burning down Mother Karen’s foster home with the wailing boys trapped inside. After everything I’d seen, I wouldn’t put that kind of atrocity past them.

I hurried up the marble steps. “Why? What’s going on?”

“I’m not real sure, but he said it was important to get a move on. There’s some kind of trouble in your hometown.” Randall reached into the right thigh pocket of his gray tactical cargo pants and pulled out what looked like a square silver makeup compact. He flipped the shiny case toward me as if he were making a pass to a teammate in Ultimate Frisbee, and I fortunately managed to catch it in my good right hand. If I’d tried a grab with my left, the compact probably would have whiffed right through my glove; boneless flame hands can be pretty limited if you aren’t trying to ignite things.

“You can mirror her on that,” he said. “All you need to do is to speak her name and address … you know her full info, right?”

“Yes, I do.” I popped the case open with my thumbnail. Inside, there was no makeup, just highly polished metal, and when I opened the compact completely, the halves joined together seamlessly into a rectangular mirror about the size of a small media player.

The mirror sent a faint magic buzz into my right palm. I blinked through several views using my ocularis, the chrysoberyl orb that served as a replacement for my left eye. I still didn’t completely understand how the magic stone worked or what it was showing me, but through some of the views the mirror seemed to be glowing with energy. Someone with real skill as a speculomancer had created it.

I took a deep breath, staring down at my sunburned, hollow-cheeked reflection, remembering my last disastrous attempt to contact Karen. Of course, this time I had a proper enchanted mirror, and I wasn’t in a hell. Still, the thought of accidentally triggering her security spell made me twitch a bit. I wasn’t anxious to eat Spanish steel for dinner.

“I wish to speak to Karen Mercedes Sebastián, daughter of Magus Carlos Sebastián and Mistress Beatrice Brumecroft, of 776 Antrim Lane, Worthington, Ohio 43085.”

The mirror grew colder in my hand, darkened, cleared. I was looking into Mother Karen’s spacious study from the vantage of the huge mirror above her fireplace. And things had clearly gone wrong: the teapot and delicate china cups atop her driftwood coffee table had been knocked over. Oolong spilled across the glass top and dripped onto the thick cream carpet below. Someone had ransacked the spellbooks and ingredient containers stored on her floor-to-ceiling oak bookshelves; tomes and glass jars were scattered across her desk and on the floor. Either she’d been robbed, or she’d been desperately searching for something. The windows on the western side showed tall gray waves and black sheets of rain crashing over a rocky north Pacific beach; the eastern windows showed Caribbean palm trees whipping in the gale winds of a hurricane storming ashore.

Trouble, indeed. I couldn’t see Karen, but the door at the far end of the room was open, so I started calling for her: “Hey, Karen, are you there? It’s me, Jessie … are you there?”

I heard the distant thump of footsteps in the hallway, and a few seconds later Mother Karen hurried in. She was dressed in a forest green silk suit, as if she’d been seeing important company, but her graying brown hair was a frizzy mess and her clothes were rumpled and dirty as if she’d just taken a few spins in a tornado.

“Oh, thank God, I thought he’d blocked the mirror, too. Jessica, you’ve got to get back here, fast as you can. I just can’t control him, he’s got us locked in—”

“Whoa, slow down,” I said. “Who’s got you locked in?”

“Blue,” she said, and my heart dropped. Little Blue was surely the most powerful of Cooper’s baby brothers, but he’d also seemed the most stable and easygoing.

Years ago, possibly even before I was born, Blue had gotten so angry during his imprisonment in Cooper’s hell that to preserve his sanity he dissociated himself from all his difficult emotions like hatred and sadness and cast them away in a broken-off piece of his own soul. That soul-shard had taken physical form as a demon when it came to Earth, and battling that monster had cost me my eye and arm—not to mention the lives of four innocent human beings and the best damn dog in the history of history itself, Cooper’s much-loved familiar, Smoky.

Despite his serene demeanor, Blue was a real little boy now, not a disconnected spirit trapped in the stasis of a hell. And in us flesh-and-blood people, emotions like rage and hate have a way of regenerating themselves just when you think you’ve got a nice tight lid on them.

“What happened? What did he do?” I asked.

“He was the last one … it was his day to go with his new foster parents,” Karen replied, looking and sounding more panicked than I’d ever seen her. “Horatio and Acacia Fox—very nice people, a very nice home—I explained it to him and he seemed to understand, he still won’t talk, but he did seem to understand, he nodded when I asked him, oh sweet Goddess I’ve never seen a child do anything like this—”

“Karen, calm down. What did he do?”

She took a deep breath and shut her eyes for a moment. “I took them to his room to introduce everyone, he brought out this old shoebox filled with … I don’t know, hardware, junk—”

Oh, jeez, that stupid radio, I thought. Blue had taken apart an old Batman clock radio in his room to see how it worked. I’d put all the pieces into a shoebox and told him that I’d come back to help him put the radio back together, or that I’d send someone to help him. Crap in a hat. In the chaos of trying to deal with being trapped with Miko in Cuchillo, I’d forgotten all about my promise.

“—and he held it out to them like he expected them to do something with it. When they didn’t he … he threw them out of the house.” Her face paled at the memory.

“Threw them out?” I had a hard time imagining a toddler having the leverage to physically remove an adult man from a room, much less muscle him downstairs and push him out the front door.

She nodded, her eyes closed. “Suddenly there was … there was a tunnel in the side of his bedroom, and a force like an invisible hand just swept them outside into the trees. He didn’t move or say a word, Jessie … he didn’t cast a spell. He just did it. I’ve never seen a child with this kind of at-will magical power. And before I could call for help, he put a wall around the entire house.”

I thought of King Lake’s castle in Cooper’s hell. “Made of dark gray stone, like a medieval fortress?”

She nodded. “Exactly that. We’re completely sealed in, and none of my spells can so much as chip the rock.”

Karen paused, looking anguished. “My other kids are so scared, Jessie, and I don’t know what to tell them. Blue refuses to speak; he just stares at the box.”

“Are Horatio and Acacia okay?” I asked. If Blue were older I’d have wanted to roundly kick his ass for pitching a fit over something as trivial as a radio. But he was a little boy who’d been through a horrible trauma, and … well, we could have expected something like this to happen sooner or later.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Blue put the wall up before I could see where they landed. I certainly hope they weren’t badly injured.”

“Jesus.” I rubbed my flesh eye, trying to think. I wanted to help Mother Karen and her kids, and I had made the promise to Blue. And clearly he took broken promises very badly. But Miko was out there in the desert, and I was convinced I was the only Talent in Cuchillo who had a shot at putting her down for good. There were other people who could help Blue.

“Okay,” I told her. “I’m going to get you some help, as soon as I can. Just sit tight, okay? Do you have enough food and water to get through for the next day or so?”

She nodded. “We do. But please hurry.”

“I’ll do my best.”

I closed the mirror and turned to Randall, who’d been silently listening to the conversation. “Are the Warlock and Cooper up in the penthouse?”

He nodded, brushing his windblown sandy hair out of his eyes. “They’re still helping the others get back on their feet. Half of them had been under Miko’s spell for over a year, and it’s hard to get your game back after that. It’s like you just came out of a coma. Some of the guys in my squad are in really rough shape. I was lucky; she only put me in the spell-circle a couple of months ago.”

He patted the jeweled lizard in his breast pocket. “And she left Spike here locked in a box in the treasure room with all the other talismans and whatnots, so that’s double luck. We can’t find most of the flesh-and-blood familiars. The little ones like rats, they’re fine, they could hide in the walls, but we’re worried the others all got killed.”

Randall paused, seeming to realize he had gone off on a tangent. “But that’s got nothing to do with your friend’s sitch. What’s going on?”

“I gotta get some help to Karen, like … yesterday. Do you think you can find a way to get past the isolation field and take the brothers Grimm back to Columbus?”

“Yeah, but won’t you be coming with us?” He frowned, looking concerned.

I shook my head, feeling guilty before the words even crawled from my throat. “I can’t. I just … can’t. I’ve got too damn much unfinished business here.”
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