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Chapter One

The second the garrote tightened against her throat, Emilie began to look for clues. There was no point in trying to escape her death, or to catch a glimpse of her killer’s face; attempting to turn would only cinch the garrote tighter. She pushed her panic away and grabbed at the hands twisting the wire, managing to scrape one fingernail down her killer’s right hand. Then she kicked back sharply, in the hopes of making her murderer yell. She got only a grunt, too indistinct to identify.

That was all she had time for before she died.

When she opened her eyes next, she was lying in the place of her death: the little pink-and-ivory room that Lord Ardun had installed her in, with expensive furnishings and pretty tapestries. Directly in her line of view was the delicate vanity table where she had been standing when she died, brushes and tweezers and perfume bottles still laid out neatly on the right side.

Sitting up on the plush carpet, Emilie smoothed her hair, then bit her lower lip. She had worked hard for this room. She hated to think of it going to Lord Ardun’s next mistress, who would probably be Lady Bianca. Lady Bianca didn’t even like pink.

Of course, if Lord Ardun was the one who had killed her, that wouldn’t be an issue. She would kill him before he had a chance to give this room to anyone.

Rage pulsed through her at the thought. Whoever had done this to her would pay. Every murdered soul in Ghostland came back as a ghost, and every ghost had but one purpose: vengeance, so that their souls could be laid to rest.

She could already feel the fabled rage of the dead rising unstoppably within her. After all she had done to get to this point, to make her life worth living, someone had taken it away from her in less than a minute. All her sacrifices and struggles had been for nothing. She wanted her murderer to suffer.

She dug her fingernails into the carpet, wrestling her emotions under control. Only when her mind felt clear and cool did she get to her feet, noting with relief that there was no sign of her strangled body. Emilie had no desire to see her own corpse.

She shook her head to dislodge the unwelcome image, and was straightening her skirts when the door swung open. She whirled, prepared to be outraged—had he installed someone else here already? How long had she been dead?—but it was only her maid, Annette, who stopped short in the doorway at the expression on Emilie’s face.

“My lady?” she said tentatively. Annette was a plain girl; unlike Lady Ardun, Emilie wasn’t about to make the mistake of taking on a pretty maid. As usual, Annette had a hesitant expression on her broad, doughy face. “I thought you might like help dressing for the banquet.”

“The banquet?” Emilie’s hands went still on the yellow silk of her gown. “Is that—do you mean Lord Renfil’s birthday banquet?”

“Of course.”

Emilie had been preparing for Lord Renfil’s banquet when someone had stepped up behind her and slipped the garrote over her head. Which meant . . . she had returned as a ghost only a few hours after she was murdered?

It was not unheard of. Most murdered souls took two or three days to rise from the dead, but it had been known to happen faster than that. Still, it was unusual enough that her murderer might not expect her to be back yet. And since whoever had killed her had also disposed of her body, nobody else even knew she was dead.

That could be quite an advantage, if she played it right. And if there was anything Emilie was good at, it was playing her advantages right.

“I’m sorry,” she said, since Annette was still gaping at her. “I fell asleep, and was confused.” She glanced down and saw that the pattern of the rug was visible through her foot. In their solid form, there was no easy way to tell the dead from the living, but translucent body parts were easy giveaways. “I will not be requiring assistance.”

Annette didn’t move. “But—”

“I can manage,” Emilie snapped. She didn’t dare draw attention to her foot by looking down at it. Instead, she concentrated on holding herself firm and solid. It took most ghosts time to learn to control their transitions from vaporous to firm, but Emilie didn’t have time. “I used to be a maid myself, remember? Leave me.”

Annette muttered something under her breath, too indistinct to make out, and left.

Emilie stiffened instinctively, then shook her head. Annette would be someone else’s problem soon enough. Emilie couldn’t worry about her maid. She had just about an hour to get used to being dead.





Chapter Two

She was late to the banquet, and her hair was wholly inadequate . . . but when Emilie walked into the glittering and crowded banquet hall, nobody would have guessed that she was a ghost. Her body was solid to sight and touch, her feet stepped firmly on the marble floor, and she even fancied she could feel her heart racing.

Time to find her murderer.

Her whole body tensed as the compulsion for vengeance rose up in her, and she looked fiercely around the crowd. Soon, soon, she would find the person who had strangled her, and then she would have her revenge.

With time, she had been told, the urge for vengeance would grow into an all-consuming ache, a terrible hunger that she would do anything to satiate. And if she couldn’t, eventually it would become an ever-present emptiness within her, robbing her of true joy or contentment for the rest of her existence. Which, as far as anyone knew, would last forever.

The court was filled with ghosts whose chance for vengeance and peace had passed them by. They made the best of the half-existence left to them, participating in the life of the court, in festivities and races and hunts. Death was a sort of nobility, and many commoners who had been murdered now attended balls they would never have been invited to while alive. One of those was Emilie’s best friend. Lizette had helped Emilie understand the ways of the court, had tutored her in how best to attract a nobleman’s attention.

Lizette would be quite disappointed when she heard that Emilie had wasted all that effort by getting herself killed.

Emilie bit her lip, then lifted her head and forced a smile. She had no intention of becoming like Lizette, who had been robbed of the chance for vengeance when her murderess, in a fit of spite, hanged herself. Emilie would find her murderer and kill him, and her spirit would rest.

In the meantime, she might as well enjoy her last party.

A page passed by with a tray of flaky pastries and paused long enough for Emilie to pluck one and pop it into her mouth. Ghosts didn’t have to eat, but they could, and death didn’t appear to have affected her taste buds at all. The pastry was filled with well-spiced meat, and she closed her eyes as she chewed and swallowed. By the time she opened them, the page was halfway across the room. She considered going after him and collecting a few more, but the itch for vengeance overcame the impulse. She had more important things to do. Besides, the food at the main meal would be just as delicious.

Emilie still remembered the first time she had tasted food this good. Lord Ardun had brought it to her so they could enjoy a private meal, back when he had been pursuing her. It had also been the first time in all her life that she went to bed with her stomach completely full. It had felt so odd, it kept her from sleep for hours—that, and the fear that she would give in to the lord too early or too late and become nothing more than a lady’s maid again, snatching bites of dull, stale servants’ food between her duties.

The pursuit had ended that night, though she had been wise enough not to let Lord Ardun know that he had caught her. Not right away.

Now she searched the crowd until she found him, sitting at a round table loaded with glittering plates and goblets, eating with his horse-faced wife. Once, he would have been looking for her, too, would have traded a surreptitious glance and made an excuse to pass by and share a whisper. Now he sat eating his soup as if there was nothing else in the room that could possibly hold any interest for him.

A familiar pang shot through the urge for vengeance, and for a moment the two feelings seemed to be the same thing. She shook her head, pushing off unwelcome thoughts. Perhaps he wasn’t as attentive as he used to be . . . but three days ago, he had read her poetry and brought her expensive chocolates from the Green Islands, so rich and sweet she had made herself eat only one a day. He still loved her, when he remembered to think of her.

He wouldn’t have killed her.

But then again, he thought she was desperately in love with him; she had done everything in her power to give that impression, and he had lapped it up as if it was his due. Maybe she had been fooled, just like he had.

Fortunately there was an easy way to find out.

Lord Ardun turned, startled and horrified, when she slid into the seat next to his. Lady Ardun, on his other side, stared at Emilie with almost comically wide, kohl-rimmed eyes. Lady Ardun always used far too much kohl and powder, as if enough color could make her look pretty. Instead it made her look desperate for the beauty she would never have.

One quick glance at her lover’s hands told Emilie that she was right: he had not killed her. The life of the castle took place at night, to accommodate the ghosts; like all the nobles who slept away the sunlight hours, Lord Ardun’s skin was pale, and like all nobles everywhere, it was smooth and soft, unmarked by any hint of work. The scratch she had landed on her killer would have stood out like a beacon on those unblemished white hands.

A wave of relief surprised her. Well, Lizette had warned her: no matter what her reason for taking a lover, eventually she would come to either love him a little, or hate him a lot. Loving him had made the last three years much more pleasant than they would otherwise have been.

“How dare you,” Lady Ardun hissed, and Emilie looked away from her lover’s hands to meet his wife’s pale blue eyes. Spittle flew from her lips. “This is not your place.”

Emilie smiled at her, slowly and scornfully, something she had been longing to do for three years. Lady Ardun flushed and looked away, and the surge of satisfaction within Emilie drowned out, for the moment, the hunger for vengeance.

Once, very briefly, Emilie had been Lady Ardun’s maid. It had taken only days for Lord Ardun to notice her, and about a week for Lady Ardun to notice his noticing. Lady Ardun had, of course, dismissed Emilie immediately. But she had been too late.

Emilie sometimes wondered if she should feel grateful to Lady Ardun for selecting an untrained country girl to be one of her personal maids. She still didn’t know why Lady Ardun had done it. If not for that choice, Emilie would have been sent to the kitchens, or the stables.

It had also occurred to her that she should be ashamed of how she had repaid that favor. And perhaps, if Lady Ardun had ever bothered to acknowledge her existence, back when Emilie had been tying her stays and painting her face and washing her filthy hair, Emilie would be ashamed.

“Emilie,” Lord Ardun said. His gaze flickered, briefly and frantically, between the two women. “If you wish to speak to me, this is not the—”

“I do not,” Emilie said. “I wish
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