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      When a necromancer is dead, you aren’t supposed to raise them again. But someone always has to put that to a test, thinking they’ll be the one in control. Spoiler alert: they won’t be.

      There are reasons necromancers have so many more rules to follow. Don’t get me wrong. It’s a royal pain in the ass to have the Magical Council looking over your shoulder every day in case you decide to go bad or something. I suppose it would be worse if I were trying to do something bad. But at least I’m not.

      I work for the prosecutor’s office and my main duty is raising a dead victim to talk to us about what they saw or didn’t see when they get murdered. Sometimes when a body is too badly damaged, like say in a fire, a cold case, or someone who drowned and wasn’t found for weeks, I can’t get the body to talk so I have to use a vessel.

      And that’s where Snyder came in. Sullivan A. Snyder, attorney at law. He kept his magical powers on the downlow, though there were rumors that his magic was necromancy. Most people can’t tell what kind of magic another witch has but sometimes, certain things leak a little.

      I’m told the fae can usually tell but they don’t always talk to humans. They keep to themselves. Don’t blame them, really. Human prejudice against anyone who isn’t one of them is pretty strong. Even me, as a witch, can be subject to it. And if someone finds out that I’m a necromancer, well, just double that.

      But Attorney Snyder had set up this bogus case against me, suggesting that I hadn’t used the proper contracts for a vessel. The vessel, a woman, had since died. As part of the contract, I’d tried raising her a few days later for one final goodbye with her family. They’d all been at her hospital room. She had terminal cancer so the end was as expected as death can ever be. She’d said her goodbyes. She was ready.

      They weren’t.

      I did my thing, raising her body from the mortuary, which hadn’t gone through with the cremation she’d wanted. Her husband had wanted that final goodbye, after all.

      The family had gathered around and the funeral director had the casket out in one of the viewing rooms. Soft instrumental versions of tunes I’d listened to as a young child played in the background. Flowers were arranged around the room in various sizes.

      Chairs were lined up in front of the casket so that we could see the deceased. Her name was Belinda Waters. In her youth, she’d been pretty. Working as a vessel for me, she’d remained a striking looking woman, though I think the term would have been more handsome than conventionally pretty. In death, no amount of makeup could disguise the emaciation of her cheekbones and the shrunken chest after the disease had ravaged it.

      The blue lined casket gave a slight bluish hue to her skin which just made her look all the more inhuman. The smell of lilies permeated everything and I’ve decided that when I die, no one is allowed to send lilies. Any other flower is fine, but no lilies.

      Donald, her husband had been distraught. I’m all for true love, but hope that if it ever comes to me, the person I fall in love with will be able to stand on their own when I go. Or maybe I hope that they’ll go first. It’s not like death frightens me.

      He looked as if he hadn’t quite managed to dress himself and his hair was poorly combed. A sister-in-law clucked over him but he kept shaking his head. His kids stared straight ahead, almost as if they were embarrassed by him.

      The funeral director, of course, stood in the back watching everything, ready to answer questions or perform any required tasks.

      I had my focus stone on a chain around my neck. I can raise the dead without, but the stone helps focus and the spell goes more quickly and takes less energy if I have it. I pulled it out and called Belinda.

      She sat up in the casket and looked around, her eyes still milky from death. At the family’s request her lips weren’t sewn shut.

      “What the hell, Donald? We said goodbye,” she said. If corpses could glare, Belinda would.

      “I had to see you again, my love,” Donald said coming closer to the casket. “I don’t know how I’ll live without you.”

      “We talked about this,” Belinda said. “I was at peace, finally. And now I’m back here, in this thing which fits even more poorly than it did in my last days.”

      She laid back down and left her body again. I hadn’t put a spell to hold her. I could, if I had to. I often did for crime victims but in cases like this, with a former vessel, I didn’t.

      Donald had sobbed as he sat back down, Belinda’s refusal to say more breaking him. I felt for the guy. The kids all looked embarrassed at what had happened. But Donald had an axe to grind.

      Normally, there wouldn’t be a case. But Donald had attorney hopped until he found Snyder. What no one knew then, not even me, was that Snyder had died a few years back. A young, now deceased and not raised necromancer had brought him back, thinking to use his powers as their own, and Snyder kept on living. A lich.

      Which is what I was going up against in the courtroom. I didn’t know that, of course. No one knew Snyder was dead. You’d think that the smell would have done it, but Snyder wore perfume. There are spells to bind the body to keep it from decomposing. He made sure not to have lunch or dinner meetings so no one noticed he didn’t eat. Unmarried, he’d always lived alone.

      At the time of my trial, no one knew about him. My attorney, Beau Archer, a civil attorney because the prosecutors I worked for didn’t have the skill to represent me, though they were all on my side. My boss had even gone over the contract to be sure it was legal and had Archer do the final notations because that was what Beau Archer did.

      And to have Snyder bringing in Donald Waters as a plaintiff was ridiculous. I knew that Andrea Spiving, the DA, was not happy about it. If she could have defended me herself, she would have.

      The courtroom smelled like sage, which meant there’d been magic done in there before I got to the room. I was glad of my light sweater because the room was cooler than I would have liked. Hard to say why, other than perhaps the judge’s preference. Patricia Marcus Halloran was just past middle age and likely of an age to have her own internal thermostat set on high.

      Archer and I were on the left behind a brown desk that had seen better days. The jury box was over to my right but no one was seated there. This hadn’t yet proceeded to a jury trial. We were there to see if Judge Halloran would dismiss the case.

      The biggest hurdle was, of course, the prejudice against necromancers. It wasn’t just personal prejudice, but legal prejudice in the way the laws were written. Even if she found the merit of the case questionable, it was definitely possible that Judge Halloran might feel that the law as written required that she hear arguments.

      A handful of people were seated on the hard benches behind the plaintiff and defense tables. Two were reporters that I recognized from other crime scenes. I wasn’t sure who the others were. Fortunately, at this point, this trial wasn’t huge. Everyone, of course, had an opinion when it came to necromancy and most people disliked us.

      Not that it was our fault. I mean no one choses what magic they’re born with. We just sort of stuck with it. Not that that matters, really. We’re still liable for all the sins committed by anyone who happens to have our brand of magic.

      I mean, yeah, the ability to overcome death, to see past death is kind of scary powerful. And there have been necromancers who abuse that privilege, bringing back people that shouldn’t be brought back. We can take the souls of the dead and put them into a host. While the host has to be willing, it’s possible to do it to an unknowing vessel, like say someone were drugged and couldn’t say no. Soul rape, in a sense.

      The dead person could then take over the body and do what they wanted, the soul that resides in the body going along for the ride, unable to stop them. While the drug might wear off, sometimes the dead soul could become so powerful in such a short amount of time that only the necromancer who put them in the body can remove them. And often the necromancer hadn’t wanted to.

      Hence the need for contracts with my vessels. And the offering of money and favors like bringing them back for a final goodbye. Or maybe bringing back a relative who recently died. My prices weren’t cheap and most people chose to trade being a vessel for a few hours rather than paying my cash price.

      It was a win win for everyone. I had a regular stable of vessels that the DA and the police could use and they got to talk to their beloved parent or aunt or whoever.

      The music that had been playing softly in the background ended, bringing me back to the room. My butt was already starting to hurt in the chair. There was some padding but it wasn’t exactly something that helped my bony behind. Archer, at least had a wider butt and could probably stand sitting there.

      He sat facing forward, his square jaw locked in a neutral expression. Snyder was thin and lanky, more skeletal than ever, though he’d always been that way so it wasn’t something that anyone would have twinged on. The beak of his nose was prominent from this angle, as were the too large ears that stuck out of his head a most unflattering angle.

      Snyder was in a charcoal pinstripe suit that looked as if it had been fitted to him. My attorney, by contrast was in a plain gray suit that appeared to come from off the rack. Archer’s practice probably made more in a week than Snyder did in a year but Beau never felt a need to flaunt his wealth.

      A bailiff came out of a door practically hidden by the judge’s bench. He was short and broad and looked as if he could bench press anyone in the room, perhaps all of us at one time.

      “All rise,” he said.

      Archer and I rose as one. Snyder got up more slowly as if moving bothered him. Maybe it did after being dead for so long. I’d have made sarcastic comments like that, if only I’d known.

      “The honorable Patricia Marcus Halloran presiding over the case of Donald Waters versus Justine Duval, defendant,” the bailiff said as a short woman walked out.

      Judge Halloran had short graying hair. Her cheeks were more pink than normal. My mother had gone through a phase like that. I suspected my theory about the cool room was because the Judge liked it that way was correct.

      “We’re here to hear motions,” Halloran said. Her voice was lower than I would have expected, though smooth. No sexy, smoky scratching there.

      “Beau Archer for the defendant,” Archer said. “I move to dismiss the case.”

      “Sullivan Snyder for the plaintiff,” Snyder said. “I have a copy of the contract here with highlights and an affidavit of the way in which the defendant did not keep her part of the contract.”

      “Bring it here,” Halloran said.

      Snyder approached the bench as did Archer. We’d seen the affidavit that Snyder was presenting. Archer didn’t think that there anything in the contract to say I had to do more than raise Belinda Waters once she’d died. The fact that she didn’t want to talk to her husband wasn’t my fault.

      The judge’s bench reached up nearly to my nose. I’m not a tall woman. Halloran wasn’t either, but she had a chair and a riser so that she sat there looking down at us. Archer and Snyder looked over the top of the bench but they were still lower than Judge Halloran.

      Donald Waters hadn’t come with us, staying in his seat, looking down at the table, about ready to cry. If there were a jury trial he might just win them over with his sorrow.

      Halloran took a long look at the affidavit. She raised her eyes to look at each of us in turn. First at Archer who stood staring back at her
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