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        For a necromancer, finding a dead body is all in a day's work.

      

        

      
        When the body belongs to a mage council member who's been killed by a shifter, though? It's definitely not good news for the council of supernaturals who've gathered in Edinburgh for the purpose of maintaining the peace.

      

        

      
        Especially when I uncover that dark magic similar to my coven's may have caused the murder.

      

        

      
        Now it's up to me to catch the culprit and prevent a supernatural war. Oh, and I have to do that without anyone finding out I have a dark spirit sharing my body, I accidentally bound my soul to the vampire I'm dating, and my dead mentor was sitting on some major secrets.

      

        

      
        And the spirit of Evelyn Hemlock gets more vocal by the day.

      

        

      
        No pressure at all…
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      I’d always been a terrible liar.

      Kind of unfortunate when my task of the day was to lie through my teeth to a roomful of people who could kill me in the blink of an eye. Confronting hordes of zombies was nothing compared to the combined forces of Edinburgh’s supernatural community leaders, the local mage council, and the Council of Twelve, all looking directly at me as though they could see straight through the web of lies that I’d been forced to construct. I clenched my hands at my sides, making myself shrink back in my seat as though too terrified for words. Nothing to see here. Just Jas the lowly necromancer, who definitely isn’t hosting a power-hungry spirit who’d like to be sitting in your place on a throne made of the skulls of her enemies.

      While Edinburgh’s mages ran the show, there were so many supernatural authority figures here that one table hadn’t been enough, so someone had placed three regular sized tables end to end, filling the hall-sized meeting room. Even then, I couldn’t see everyone’s faces. In the spirit realm, they’d appear as a blur of overlapping figures. That included the two members who were actual ghosts. Being living wasn’t a requirement of being a member of the Council of Twelve, the UK’s only cross-supernatural council. Nor was being present, because my recently deceased mentor Lady Harper had never bothered to show up for meetings.

      “Tell us your view of the events a month ago when the Soul Collector attacked the guild,” commanded Lord Sutherland, leader of Edinburgh’s mage council. His hair was far too glossy and black for someone in his sixties or older, and his face was unnaturally smooth. Spells lined his wrinkled wrists—custom-made witch spells for youth and attractiveness. Despite his obvious vanity, he’d apparently survived over fifty assassination attempts. And while they said mages’ magic sometimes faded with age, he’d held onto his position with a steel claw since before the faerie invasion twenty-two years ago.

      On my left, my friend and sort-of-mentor Isabel gave me a nudge of encouragement, while on my right, Lady Montgomery, the leader of Edinburgh’s necromancer guild and my boss, sat up straighter. Having allies present didn’t make me feel less like I’d unwittingly walked to the gallows. I wished Lloyd was here, but he wasn’t considered important enough. Neither was I, really, but when you killed an evil god in sort-of-human flesh, people got suspicious.

      No pressure, Jas.

      “I…” I swallowed, hoping they’d put my reluctance to meet their eyes down to nerves about public speaking. Eye contact made it harder to mask the truth. “The Soul Collector’s goal was to collect human souls. When I tried to stop him, he retaliated by capturing a friend of mine as bait to lure my friends and me into his trap. Thanks to Lady Harper, I managed to defeat him.”

      I should have known that Lady Harper’s sacrificing her life to save a lowly necromancer like me would draw suspicion. The death of a Mage Lord, even a former one, had kicked off an inquiry that’d gone on for the better part of a month now. Never mind that they’d all heard the bloody story at least four times before.

      “But why would he see you as a worthy target?” Lord Sutherland asked. “Aren’t you only a novice necromancer?”

      “I’m also Lady Montgomery’s assistant,” I corrected, annoyance flaring at his dismissive tone. Sure, I wanted him to see me as insignificant, but I’d also almost died to save the people of the city he was supposed to be in charge of. “The Soul Collector targeted me because I was part of a team of necromancers who nearly caught him when we thought we were dealing with a regular human murderer.”

      “How did Lady Harper die, precisely?” he asked. “There were no witnesses, which makes this a difficult case to resolve.”

      You don’t say.

      “Lady Harper died the same as the others,” I said. “He wanted powerful souls, so he targeted her first. But when he used his weapon to tear the spirit line open, it backfired on him and he fell through.”

      Thank the gods I could say that aloud, even if it was a lie. A geas stopped me from speaking of my coven, and no witnesses had seen me confront the Soul Collector with the help of my second soul, Evelyn Hemlock.

      Nobody had seen that I was the one who’d thrown the Soul Collector into the void, and used my magic to lock him there. Permanently, I hoped.

      “And this weapon of his disappeared, you said,” said a blond female mage wearing similar beautifying spells to Lord Sutherland. “And the spirit line… closed? Of its own accord?”

      “The spirit lines can’t permanently stay open,” I said. “Like in the faerie invasion, they closed without the need for magical intervention. Once he and the weapon were gone, that was it.”

      “Lady Harper’s body was found on Waverley Bridge,” Lord Sutherland said. “You were nowhere in sight, and you didn’t return to the guild until much later. Where were you?”

      “I was looking for my friend Keir. The Soul Collector tied him up in the old train station. Nobody dares go in there.”

      Lord Sutherland glanced at the blond female mage on his right. Both wore the same expression of polite incredulity, as though they didn’t think someone like me could survive wandering through a nest of zombies. Admittedly, I didn’t exactly look intimidating even to ghosts. I was shorter than average, slight, and had deliberately combed my dyed jet-black hair so it hung in curtains on either side of my face and made me look shy and vulnerable. I’d also removed my lip piercing and gone without make-up in the hope that they’d think I was too sweet and naive to have ever been capable of producing the torrent of power required to yank closed a gaping hole in reality.

      In fairness, I was only half responsible. The other half came from the ghost who’d helpfully left me in charge of explaining both our actions as though everything we’d done was totally in line with magical laws and regulations.

      Lord Sutherland shuffled the papers in front of him—the written version of my report. “That’s the second time in the last few months that you’ve been involved in an incident in that train station, correct?”

      “That would be because it’s on the spirit line that intersects with the necromancer guild,” put in Lady Montgomery from my right-hand side. I sent her a silent thank you, and on her other side, Ilsa Lynn gave me a nod of encouragement. She was one of the few people who looked as uncomfortable as I did, wedged between her boyfriend River—the boss’s son—and her mother and sister, who worked for the faerie courts. As Gatekeeper of Death, Ilsa had dealt with a fair bit of crap from the Mage Lords herself. She also knew as well as I did that the real reason that particular spirit line had come under attack was due to the Hemlocks’ forest being on the other side.

      “I’m sure you understand why we need to check the details,” said the Mage Lord.

      Yes, because you care about paperwork being accurate more than you care about the lives the Soul Collector took. Even Lady Harper’s.

      I was lucky Lady Harper had called my boss and gave her a bogus cover-up story in the event that she didn’t make it, and I’d never be able to thank her for lying for me. Then again, she’d probably grumble that it wasn’t me she’d lied for. If anyone found out the Soul Collector had stolen the weapon he’d used directly from my coven, we’d go extinct for real this time.

      Lord Sutherland finally looked away to converse with his fellow mages. While both the local council and the Council of Twelve contained representatives from the shifters, witches, necromancers and half-faeries, it was the mages who led and controlled the discussion, including Lord Vance Colton, founder of the Council of Twelve. I gave him a glare across the table to communicate my annoyance that he hadn’t tried to get me out of the questioning, but his attention was on Lord Sutherland. Instead, Drake caught my eye and winked at me. Like Vance, he was younger than most of the mages on the council, maybe early thirties. His coppery hair was barely combed, and he had a long, thin scar on one side of his face which he’d acquired in the years since I’d left home. In addition to the Council of Twelve, he and Vance also led the West Midlands mage council. Having childhood friends in high places came in handy, but wouldn’t change my fate if the cracks in my story broke open. Thank god the only psychics I knew were also on my side.

      On my left, next to Isabel, Ivy Lane stuck out like a sore thumb in her leather and denim getup with her sword propped against the back of her chair. A human with some kind of faerie magic, she’d founded the Council of Twelve alongside Vance. If Ivy could get away with refusing to tell anyone about her magic, you’d think I’d be allowed to do the same, but I was fairly sure Ivy didn’t have an extra soul sharing her body.

      Since Lady Harper’s funeral, Evelyn Hemlock and I had remained at a stalemate. She’d given justifiable reasons for why she’d hijacked my body—namely, that she needed my magic to fight against the godlike Ancients. The Soul Collector, she claimed, was only the beginning, and while the mages knew he wasn’t human, they didn’t know he was far from alone in his desire to wreak havoc on earth.

      One of the shifters suddenly barked out, “Registers? What do you mean, registers?”

      The smooth-faced Mage Lord looked in his direction. “Why, an official register would be a better way to keep track of wayward supernaturals, don’t you agree?”

      “Don’t be absurd,” said Vance. “Even if we noted down the name and details of every supernatural, new ones are born every day, and it’s entirely possible for someone to be born into a human family and develop skill at witchcraft or the spirit sight. These things don’t show up until the child is at minimum ten or eleven years old, so unless you’re advocating for frequent testing⁠—”

      “I don’t see why not,” said Lord Sutherland. “We do so for mages who take on training as apprentices.”

      “There are fewer of us,” said Vance. “It’s not practical to track every supernatural in existence—to say nothing of the chaos this would create with the half-faeries.”

      “The Sidhe sure as hell wouldn’t approve of a register,” Ivy said. “Pretty sure they’d turn you into a flowering plant for asking.”

      Lord Sutherland shifted in his seat, twisting the spell on his wrist. “This city, like others, has an underworld which is woefully under-policed. There could be anyone hiding among us with any dangerous skill, unknown.”

      “Welcome to real life,” Ivy said. “You’re wasting your time. I wasn’t born with magic and I ended up with it anyway. Necromancers can carry on working for the guild when they’re dead. Are you going to require people to sign up to a register from the afterlife?”

      Drake snickered. “You tell them.”

      I didn’t laugh. I’d never heard the idea seriously suggested before. Registers for supernaturals? Not only was it impractical, it was downright dangerous for people whose safety depended on staying under the radar. Like, uh, me. And Keir.

      “I’m sure your city has a supernatural underworld,” Vance said. “As do most cities where supernaturals lived in hiding prior to the invasion. Registers are not the answer, and they’ve been shot down every time anyone has suggested the notion for the last twenty years.”

      As they should be. If I had to sign a register… being a guild necromancer was a solid cover for my Hemlock witch status, but not everyone was that lucky. What about the vampires? The Soul Collector had tried to exterminate them and most had been forced to temporarily leave the city. Keeping a written list of their names would be sentencing them to death.

      “We’ll revisit the subject later,” said Lord Sutherland. “This meeting has gone on long enough… unless anyone has another topic they wish to address?” He spoke to the mages, for all the world like the other supernaturals weren’t even present.

      “The Will of Lady Alice Harper,” Vance said. “Her fortune has already been distributed, but it seems she had some documents she wanted to bequeath to the Council of Twelve. I had them brought to your office. She also left more possessions from her country house to her living relatives—in that case, Wanda—and to Jas Lyons.”

      All eyes turned on me again.

      “Why would she leave so much for Jas?” enquired Lord Sutherland.

      So much for him forgetting about me when the interrogation was done. “She adopted me out of a witch orphanage when I was a kid. Maybe she liked me more than I thought.”

      True to his word, Vance had granted me the dubious honour of going through all Lady Harper’s crap over the holidays. Since she’d owned three mansion-sized houses with all manner of secret nooks and crannies, we still hadn’t found everything. Wanda had offered the house she’d inherited to the council to use as a backup meeting place and safe house. Her other two English countryside properties were turned into safe houses, too. After facing Lady Harper’s extended family falling over themselves to avoid taking any of her fortune, it was jarring to see the unconcealed expressions of interest on the faces of the other mages. Lord Sutherland, I realised with a shudder of revulsion, would have taken every penny for himself and probably spent it on beautifying spells.

      My former mentor had also left me some money, enough to live independently for a few years should I want to leave the guild. I’d donated the ghastly second-hand furniture she’d left to me to the local witch orphanage along with every other material thing I’d inherited and I still didn’t feel any better. I’d rather have a living mentor who could save me from execution at the hands of the mage council than a pile of cash.

      My hands tingled with static as Evelyn’s magic snapped to attention. I quickly buried them in my pockets to hide the glow. What is it?

      A guttural snarl came from my right. I spun in my seat as the meeting room door flew open, and a huge furred body leapt through. Council members rose to their feet with exclamations of alarm, chairs falling over, and a flurry of snarls and hisses broke out as the shifters already present assumed their animal forms. Claws slashed, teeth bit, and bursts of magic exploded on both sides of the table.

      “ENOUGH,” bellowed Lord Sutherland.

      There was a bang, a crackle of lightning, and a huge gust of wind swept through the room. Everyone in the line of fire fell backwards, knocked flat by the force of the blast. One by one, the shifters all turned human, feathers and fur disappearing instantly. Even the intruder, whoever he was. The council members climbed to their feet, their impeccable clothes ruined.

      A gap cleared around an inert body at the far side of the table. Blood streaked the grey swirling patterns on the carpet.

      “He’s dead,” said Lord Sutherland. “Lord Forrest is dead.”

      Silence fell. Everyone stared around, shocked beyond measure at the sudden explosion of violence.

      Vance reached the shifters first, and from the way they drew back, he was the one who’d hit them with magic and startled them back into human form.

      “Who did this?” he demanded. “Which of you killed him?”

      One of the shifters slowly rose to his feet. In human form, he barely resembled the monster he’d been when he’d jumped at the mage, but the traces of blood on his hands gave him away. I looked from him to the mage’s body, tasting bile.

      As a necromancer, I spent my days surrounded by death and yet it never ceased to startle me how very final it was. One second someone was alive, the next they were dead, and the world went on, leaving the survivors scrambling to pick up the pieces.

      The shifter turned on the spot, and mages immediately moved to surround him. As he broke into a run, Vance raised a hand. The air rippled and the shifter was thrown backwards into the path of the oncoming mages. Vance’s ability to displace things extended to being able to move individual air particles around to create a shield or even lift a person into the air. The shifter struggled briefly as his feet left the ground, his gaze darting around in panic.

      “Who are you?” Vance demanded.

      “Kill him!” shouted one of the other mages.

      Vance whirled to face the council, still holding the shifter off the ground. “The barriers on this building cannot be breached by an outsider. I believe that’s the responsibility of Lord Clarke. How did this man get inside?”

      I was very glad not to be Lord Clarke at the moment. If looks could kill, Vance would have skewered half the room. I could only assume Ivy had some degree of immunity, or she was used to it, being his fiancé. She moved to his side, her sword in her hand, and everyone snapped into action. Several mages ran out of the room, presumably to check on the wards, while Vance procured a pair of handcuffs and snapped them onto the shifter.

      As for me, I watched, my heart hammering. The mages and the shifters had a long-standing animosity due to the laws which had meant that until recently, the mages had effectively controlled where the shifters were allowed to live. I couldn’t call myself an expert, but I did know it’d been hard to convince the shifters to sign up for the Council of Twelve at all. And now… one of them had committed murder in full view of the council.

      “He can’t have broken through the wards,” said a tremulous voice from among the mages, presumably belonging to Lord Clarke. “Not alone.”

      Oh, boy. Since nobody was looking at me, I tapped into the spirit realm. Greyness immediately surrounded me, covering the world in a fog-like filter. The pulsing brightness of the council members’ spirits filled the room. I extended my consciousness outwards, into the lobby. Only necromancers stood out as particularly bright, and there weren’t any outside this room.

      Whatever my Hemlock magic had reacted to was in the physical world, and now it was as still and silent as the mage’s inert body lying on the meeting room floor.

      I let the spirit realm fade out, unable to quell the suspicion that if someone wanted to destabilise the cross-supernatural council, they might just have succeeded.
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      The meeting broke up as the mages dragged the shifter out of the room. The rest of the council left, talking in hushed voices, and I took Lady Montgomery’s departure as an invitation to leave, too.

      “Did you see something, Jas?” Isabel whispered from my right-hand side. She was a little taller than me at five feet, with warm brown skin and dark curly hair tied back out of the way for the meeting, her hands clean of their usual chalk stains. Like me, she wore spells in the form of wristbands concealed out of sight. Not that being armed had prepared any of us for the sudden attack.

      I shook my head. “I thought the wards were up.”

      “They were,” she whispered. “I put them there myself.”

      “You did?” Not just anyone could undo witch wards, let alone Isabel’s. “How can a shifter have removed them?”

      “With the help of another witch.”

      My heart sank. “Maybe they’re still in the building, or close by.” I looked through the dispersing crowd for my boss. Lady Montgomery’s brows rose questioningly as I approached her. While she might not disguise her greying hair or wrinkles using spells like Lord Sutherland did, her scars and obvious experience in battle made her look much more formidable.

      “Lady Montgomery,” I said. “Can you sense anyone in the building who shouldn’t be? Someone broke the wards on the gate.”

      “The intruder did,” she said. “Nobody else is inside this building who shouldn’t be. That does not, however, mean the shifter worked alone.”

      He couldn’t have. “Did you see anything in the spirit realm?”

      “I did not,” she said. “Jas, I’d advise you not to involve yourself in this investigation. You’re here for the guild, not the council.”

      “Might we summon the dead mage’s ghost?” I asked. “That’s the quickest way to figure out what really went on.”

      “Yes, it is,” she said. “I will see if the mages will allow that.”

      With long-legged strides, she approached the mages. Some of them had already taken the shifter into another room, probably to interrogate him before they locked him up. I didn’t know what the mages’ jail looked like, but he wouldn’t spend long there. The penalty for killing a mage was death. The rules were pretty damned clear on that one.

      Ilsa Lynn approached us, worry creasing her brow. She was a fair bit taller than Isabel and me, with a curvaceous figure and long dark brown hair grown past her shoulders.

      “My mum and sister had to leave,” she said. “Did you see anything in the spirit realm, Jas?”

      “No. Did you? Lady Montgomery’s gone to ask the mages if we can summon Lord Forrest’s ghost.”

      “Good idea,” said Ilsa. “You’d think the ghosts would have spotted the intruder coming, but Frank said he wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Who’s Frank?” I asked.

      “Former necromancer head in Ivy’s region,” she said.

      “Oh, him,” said Isabel. “I keep forgetting he’s on the council, being a ghost. I don’t know about the spirit realm, but that shifter broke through wards I spent hours setting up. And the building was already well protected.”

      “It’s not on a spirit line,” I said, frowning. That at least meant it was unlikely for a poltergeist to take up residence here, but we should still be able to reach the mage’s ghost. Not that I’d been spending as much time in the spirit realm as I used to, with no magic keeping Evelyn contained.

      I rubbed my arms, which prickled with goosebumps. Shifters didn’t typically lose control of themselves when it wasn’t the full moon. When it was, they found themselves confined to their animal forms at dusk, stripped of human reason or sense. In waking hours, though, that sort of thing didn’t happen.

      River Montgomery walked over to us. Ilsa’s boyfriend looked nothing like his mother, having inherited his startling looks from his faerie side of the family. Curly blond hair almost covered his pointed ears, and even in his necromancer coat, he moved with an elegant grace that stood out among the crowd of humans. At the moment, he was the council’s only half-faerie representative.

      “Lady Montgomery has requested that I summon the spirit of Lord Forrest, in full view of the mage council,” he said.

      “You mean you’re supposed to supervise, right?” said Ilsa, giving him a smile. “I guess it doesn’t matter who summons him as long as the mages are witnesses.”

      For all their power, the mages didn’t possess the spirit sight. That type of magic, at least, I didn’t have to keep hidden behind a geas.

      “We can roll a die to see who gets to do the summoning,” I said. “The longer we wait, the more likely it is that the guy disappears for good.”

      River nodded to his mother’s approaching figure. “The mages won’t make us wait that long, don’t worry. They know how serious it is.”

      Maybe. Though while the mages could turn everything into an hours-long ceremony, one of their own people had been murdered in plain sight, an even rarer occurrence than a shifter flipping out and attacking someone in public. Now they’d be ready for action. And vengeance. Lord Sutherland’s beautified face was tight with anger as he intercepted Lady Montgomery. “Am I to understand you’re prepared to summon Lord Forrest’s spirit?”

      “Several of my necromancers are, yes,” she said, in tones that implied she intended Ilsa and me to come along despite the mage’s obvious reluctance.

      He made a low, displeased noise and selected a free room to host the summoning. When our small group of necromancers was inside, he abruptly shut the door on Isabel and the others. “Go on, then.”

      Someone had already laid out candles in the room’s centre—twelve, evenly spaced out. They didn’t have to be, but like the mages, the necromancers were often sticklers for rules and ceremony. Lady Montgomery snapped her fingers and the candles lit up, while someone turned off the ceiling lights to make it easier to see the spirit realm. Grey smoke filled the circle of candles, swirling lightly.

      “I summon Lord Forrest,” Lady Montgomery said in clear tones.

      For a moment, the space inside the circle remained grey and blurred. Then a faint flickering in the smoke announced a spiritual presence. Normally only necromancers could see into the spirit realm, but the candles made the dead visible to mundane eyes. The image of the murdered mage appeared, transparent and staring. His pallid face was even paler in death.

      “What am I doing here?” he gasped. “Who are you?”

      “What did you do?” demanded Lord Sutherland, turning on the necromancers with an accusing stare.

      “Ghosts are often confused and disorientated after crossing the veil,” Lady Montgomery said to him. “They may not even remember their former lives.”

      “I’m dead?” exclaimed the ghost.

      “Yes, you are,” said Ilsa, moving closer to the circle. “Can you tell us what you remember about when you died?”

      “We know how he died,” snapped Lord Sutherland. “If he doesn’t remember, this is a waste of our time. Were you or were you not attacked by a shifter?” Lord Sutherland spoke slowly and carefully.

      The dead man looked into the distance. “I… I was attacked. Someone stabbed me with his claws.”

      “Do you remember anything else?” I asked him. “Anything, uh, magical?” Maybe we should have gone to question the shifter instead, but there was absolutely no way I’d be allowed to sit in on his interrogation after narrowly escaping my own.

      “No,” he said, his voice fading. “Am… am I never going to come back? I’m dead?”

      “Yep,” I said. “If it’s any consolation, it’s painless. Just pass through the gates.”

      “Enough,” said Lord Sutherland. “Turn the circle off. I don’t want ghosts in our headquarters.”

      The spirit popped out of existence as the candles went out at Lady Montgomery’s command. “You did ask us to summon him, Lord Sutherland.”

      “Everyone saw what that shifter scumbag did,” the Mage Lord snapped. “Is that ghost going to stay behind?”

      “Only if he has unfinished business,” I answered. “Most dead people don’t turn into ghosts for that reason.” Frankly, I don’t think he’ll be going within a mile of you again, if he has any sense.

      “Fascinating,” he snarled, twisting the beautifying spells on his wrists in agitation, making his features distort. “We’re done here.”

      Lord Forrest hadn’t seen what’d prompted the shifter to attack. Shifters didn’t turn for no reason… but the only way to know for sure was to get the killer’s account of the story. Before the mages executed him.

      Against my better judgement, I tailed Lord Sutherland out of the room. “Has the shifter been questioned yet?”

      “What?” he snapped. “He’s unconscious, but when he wakes, we will interrogate him. He’ll die once he pleads guilty.”

      Mages were many things. Lenient was not one of them. “Who does the questioning?”

      “The mage council, of course.”

      He swept away across the lobby. Damn. I had no business interrogating killers, but why had my Hemlock magic reacted when the shifter had broken into the headquarters? It’d never responded to a shifter before. As far as I could recall, the only magic it’d ever reacted to was witch magic.

      I found Isabel waiting outside the door. “Any luck?” she asked.

      “Inconclusive,” I said. “The mage didn’t remember anything we didn’t already see. But the shifter’s going to die the instant he tells the mages he’s the murderer, and it’s just plain weird that he managed to break the wards. Have the mages found out how he did it?”

      “No, nor why he shifted during the day,” Isabel said. “It’s not common.”

      “Shifters can lose control at any moment, given an incentive,” said a voice from behind me. I whirled on the spot, finding myself face to face with Vance Colton. Ah, crap. How long had he been listening in?

      “They can?” I asked, resisting the urge to back up a step or two. Vance’s light grey eyes weren’t quite as intense as they’d been when he’d confronted the shifters, but he was over a foot taller than me and powerfully built. More than that, though, he had a reputation as one of the most powerful mages in a generation, and of all the people who knew anything of my Hemlock witch family, he was most likely to guess the truth.

      “Yes,” Vance said. “Anger, frustration… most shifters turn in an instant if they’re attacked. It’s not so unusual for him to have shifted, if he had a grudge against the mage in question and wanted to cause violence.”

      “And did he?”

      I wondered how in the world Vance knew. It wasn’t like mages and shifters traditionally got along well.

      “I didn’t know him, but I expect it’ll come out in the questioning,” he said. “You won’t be allowed in, however.”

      That figured. Not that I particularly wanted to go anywhere near the mages’ interrogation chambers, but Lord Forrest had died in full view of the entire Council of Twelve with zero doubt that the shifter was guilty. Either the killer didn’t care about his own fate, or someone had put him up to it. Shifters generally knew when to pick their battles, and despite their brutal reputation, they didn’t go around attacking other supernaturals with more magic than they had. They were big on self-preservation, though in more of a pack-oriented way than vampires were. That’s why it was unusual to run into a lone shifter. They didn’t survive without allies for long.

      Vance left to join the mages, at which point, I turned to Isabel. “Obviously I’m going to do it anyway.”

      “What a surprise,” said Ilsa, walking to my side. “Let me guess… you’re going in through the spirit realm?”

      “You’ve got it. You won’t tell on me to the boss?”

      She shook her head. “Nah. I’m not a snitch. I know this isn’t the same as… you know, a few weeks ago. But it’s still suspicious that he was able to get past those wards.”

      “Exactly,” said Isabel.

      “Worth a try,” I said. “I don’t suppose you know of an empty room nobody will burst in on?”

      “The library, maybe,” Ilsa suggested. “But we’ll have to seal the door.”

      The library was across the hall from the meeting room, which was too close to the mages for my liking, but none of them gave us a second glance. They were too occupied by the murder and their prisoner.

      “Wasn’t this place destroyed a few months ago?” I asked, remembering the attack on the mage guild when a bunch of wraiths had appeared above the city.

      “The mages fixed it,” Ilsa said. “Got any candles? I’m not sure I have enough for a full circle.”

      “I have a few.” I closed the door behind us. “Is one spell enough, Isabel?”

      “It should be,” she said, and there was a flash as she activated a sealing spell over the door. “This will only hold for about twenty minutes—any more than that and the mages might get suspicious.”

      Not to mention my boss might question where we’d disappeared to.

      “Is River okay with you being here?” I asked Ilsa, setting down my candles.

      “He won’t be thrilled at hiding things from Lady Montgomery, but it’s for a good cause.” She laid down the last candle, forming a circle of twelve.

      “I’ve never done this before,” I admitted. “But I know how it works.”

      It wasn’t as easy to question the living through the spirit realm as it was the dead, but we were in the same building as the shifter, and two of us had the ability to travel much further in the spirit realm than was believed possible. Perks of having two souls. And being a shade.

      Ilsa and I stepped into the candle circle, and the grey fog of spirit realm filled the space. Stepping out of my body was easy—a sudden rush of weightlessness, between one blink and the next, and sensation became floaty nothingness. Nowhere near as disorientating as crossing between realms in my physical body, like when I entered the Hemlocks’ forest. Part of me expected to see Evelyn Hemlock beside me, but instead Ilsa floated at my side. Her body glowed brighter than mine, enhanced by her Gatekeeper’s magic. Like me, she hadn’t been born a necromancer, but had developed her powers as a side effect. In her case, it was because she was Gatekeeper between the mortal and spirit worlds, not bound to an evil spirit, but we shared a similar outsider status. The glowing symbol on her forehead which marked her as Gatekeeper proved that, if nothing else.

      “Better hope Lady Montgomery’s not watching too closely,” I said, floating out of the circle. Ilsa did likewise. I reached out with my senses—not the physical sort, but the sixth sense that enabled me to recognise anyone in the spirit realm within reach. I knew what the shifter looked like, but it wasn’t as easy to track a stranger as it was a friend.

      Ilsa and I passed through the wall as though it wasn’t there, then another. If the interrogation had started, the mages wouldn’t see us snooping, so it was worth checking either way. Peering into each room took no time at all, and we tracked the shifter to a guarded cell-like room the size of a cupboard. He sat on the floor with his back to the wall. No furniture in the room, but he wouldn’t live long enough to need it.

      Ilsa tapped the shifter’s shoulder—not his physical form, but his presence in the spirit realm. He jumped upright with a stifled cry of alarm. “Holy shit, you’re ghosts.”

      “Not exactly,” I said, with a glance at Ilsa. “They’re going to question you soon. The mages. All they want to hear is that you’re guilty, but if you have anything else to say, tell us. Why did you attack that mage?”

      His brow furrowed. “You look like ghosts.”

      “Let’s say we are,” I said. “Tell me, why did you attack that mage?”

      “I…” He trailed off. “I don’t know why I did it.”

      “Really?” Ilsa said sceptically. “You broke into a highly secure building and murdered a mage. You’re saying you have no memory of doing that?”

      “No…” He paused. “I do, but I don’t know why.”

      “Was someone telling you what to do?” I asked him, unease skittering down my spine. “Did someone else come with you?”

      He shook his head violently. “No, I came here alone. I felt… felt I had to do it.”

      “You… felt you had to?” I cast my mind around all my magical knowledge and drew a blank. Felt implied either a coercion spell or some other kind of influence, but that didn’t explain how he’d broken through the wards.

      “How did you get into the building?” asked Ilsa, clearly thinking along the same lines.

      “I used a spell.” He blinked, his gaze going out of focus. “I had to get to the council meeting.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Was someone telling you what to do? In your mind?”

      Ilsa gave a slight head-shake. “We’d know if he was a psychic.”

      Psychics could only hypnotise other necromancers with psychic sensitivities. His ‘feeling’ sounded similar, but I’d know if he was a necromancer.

      “Where did you get the spell that broke down the wards?” I asked him.

      He looked at his feet. “I don’t… I don’t remember.”

      Maybe the same spell had forced him to shift, too, though I’d never heard of such a thing before.

      “Am I going to die?” he whispered.

      “Sorry,” I said. “If it’s any consolation, it’s not so bad over here.”

      I gestured at the endless grey beyond Ilsa and me, though I hadn’t a clue if he could actually see any of it. The murky shape of the endless gates stretched across the horizon, while more fading human figures floated in that direction. Ghosts departing the land of the living. The guy hadn’t a hope of getting out of this. Mages did not forgive, especially murder of one of their own.

      The door rattled. In an instant, I blinked back into my body. Ilsa reappeared beside me a moment later, and we stepped out of the candle circle.

      “Verdict?” Isabel asked.

      “A witch spell,” I said. “I think.”

      Ice cracked on my hands, residue from the spirit realm, but the bone-deep chill within me came from somewhere else. Speaking to the almost-dead was freakier than speaking to the recently deceased. The mages were ruthless, but surely they’d see that the shifter hadn’t been in control of his own mind.

      Oh, who was I kidding? A fair proportion
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