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        When Holly Lynn stopped the Wild Hunt from unleashing a catastrophe, it came with some alarming some side effects. The Morrigan, Queen of the Death Fae, is missing, and her absence has brought a new kind of trouble in Faerie.

         

        To top it off, the necromancer guild is dealing with an influx of ghosts refusing to leave the mortal realm. Holly is certain her own bargain with the Morrigan is partly responsible, but if the Unseelie Queen learns of her involvement, she'll wish the Wild Hunt had finished her off. This also proves inconvenient to her tentative alliance with Puck the trickster fae, who threatens to knock down the well-tended barriers around the unpleasant parts of her history.

         

        Being the Winter Gatekeeper wasn't easy, but it'll take everything Holly has learned to solve the deadly dilemma before the wrath of the Unseelie falls upon her… and the rest of the mortal realm.
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      Never turn down an invitation from a faerie.

      I’d learned that lesson earlier than most people did, but accepting an invitation from a faerie is often as likely to be fatal as the alternative. Really, it was better to hope not to be contacted by a faerie at all. Not that everyone has a choice in the matter. I should know.

      I’d been waiting for the Sidhe to knock on the door of my brand-new rental house for almost two weeks when that day finally came one cold October morning. When I heard a light tapping on the front door, I peered through the gap in the living room curtains to see the outline of a tall, male Sidhe standing outside. From the blue-and-silver attire he wore, he must have been a delegate from the Winter Court, which meant he’d come to drag me before his Queen in order to explain why I’d been avoiding her for the past few weeks. Or however much time had passed in Faerie since my last visit.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I opened the door. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope you can.” The Sidhe’s bright blue eyes were undoubtedly Winter fae, but his phrasing didn’t sound like a noble’s. Up close, his clothes were a little too shiny. A glamour, and not a great one. He must be half-fae, not full Sidhe, which meant he hadn’t come from the Winter Court after all.

      A momentary rush of relief warred with a buzz of irritation at the universe for dragging out my fate as long as humanly possible. I knew the Unseelie Queen would raise hell when she finally learned why I’d been avoiding her, but sometimes I wished she’d get it over with.

      “Well?” I said, with a little more impatience than necessary. “What is it you want my help with, then?”

      “I’m Leyton, and I’d like to hire you,” he said.

      “Hire me?” I echoed. “If you’re looking for the Goodfellow Detective Agency, their office isn’t far from here. I’ve worked with them before, but I’m not an employee.”

      “I would prefer the help of someone who has experience with Unseelie fae,” he said.

      Alarm bells rung in my skull. “You mean with the Court? Or with Winter magic itself?”

      “Neither.”

      “Then it shouldn’t be a problem for you to ask the Goodfellow Detectives,” I said. “I’m still on call if they need my expertise, but it’s bad for my reputation to show biases in favour of Winter over Summer or vice versa.”

      Puck might not be a certified detective as far as the mortal realm’s standards applied, but most half-faeries cared little for qualifications, and he had the paperwork to back up his status. He also didn’t have the threat of the Unseelie Court hovering over his shoulder like an axe waiting to strike.

      “If you’re sure,” he said doubtfully.

      “I am,” I said. “I’ll go wake my assistant, and we’ll head to the office.”

      How he’d got hold of my address was a question I’d have to ask later, once I’d persuaded Roseanne to vacate her room. I didn’t blame her for spending all her free time in what was likely the nicest bedroom she’d ever had in her fifteen years, though if I were her parent and not her entirely unqualified guardian, I might have had concerns about her not getting outside more.

      As far as I was concerned, though, a teenage death faerie with some major trauma deserved every luxury I could give her.

      I rapped on her bedroom door with my knuckles. “Roseanne?”

      “Come in,” came the sleepy reply.

      I pushed the door inward, revealing Roseanne sprawling on the narrow single bed in her cupboard-sized room. Since she’d moved in, she’d arranged the furniture so that the wardrobe blocked the window and gave the room a cave-like appearance, while random bits of junk like stones and leaves were strewn on the floor, along with a couple of books Ilsa had loaned her. When I’d found Roseanne, she’d hardly had any possessions to call her own. I didn’t have much of my own either, so I’d spent the last couple of weeks helping her with the essentials while trying not to burn through all the money I’d earned as a result of stopping the Wild Hunt from overrunning the city.

      “We have a client,” I told her. “He came to us first, but I suggested we’d get Puck and Hawk involved, since they’re the experts.”

      Roseanne yawned. “What’s he want?”

      “Not sure yet,” I said. “Something that requires an expert on the Unseelie, supposedly. Maybe he’s got a nest of redcaps in his house.”

      “Fun.” Roseanne sprang off the bed and fetched a pair of serrated knives from a pile in the corner before sheathing them at her belt. Her clothes were as battered as mine, but she made her secondhand outfits look good, while I looked more like I’d raided a jumble sale. At one time, I’d been able to use glamour to make myself the best-dressed person in the room. But these days, I had to do my best with the limited options on offer. I didn’t have the natural stunning beauty of a half-faerie, either, unlike Roseanne, with her glossy hair, blemish-free skin, and long lanky frame. She shrugged into her tattered coat. “Hope he’s offering a bunch of money.”

      So did I, considering how much I’d already spent on both the deposit on our new house and on my unexpected teenage charge. Still, I was the one who’d had the smart idea of taking the Morrigan’s daughter under my wing—in almost a literal sense, since her mother’s magic was still rattling around in my veins.

      Hence the inevitable upcoming visit from the Unseelie Court. When I’d taken out a magical loan from the Morrigan in order to stop some defectors from the Wild Hunt from enacting a ritual to summon a death god, I hadn’t expected to keep that magic. Weeks later, though, it had yet to abate, while the goddess herself had vanished from the chains that bound her to her throne without leaving a single trace behind. I didn’t doubt for a second that I’d be the one the Sidhe blamed when they found her gone, despite preventing the Wild Hunt from using said death god as a sacrifice in exchange for gaining their immortality back, with the Courts as potential collateral damage. When in doubt, blaming the human was a reliable go-to strategy.

      Especially when I’d denied the Unseelie Queen the chance to snag Roseanne as her own.

      I headed back downstairs, hoping our client wouldn’t run screaming when he realised who my assistant actually was. Helping stop the Wild Hunt’s rampage had gone a long way towards repairing my reputation in the local half-faeries’ eyes, as well as towards their gradual acceptance of my teenage death faerie housemate, but that didn’t mean we hadn’t hit a few bumps along the way. The Morrigan was a source of terror both inside and outside Faerie, since even most Sidhe found the giant crow-shifter unnerving, while death fae in general were considered untrustworthy. As a result, I did my best to act as a shield between Roseanne and anyone who might judge her for her parentage. Given my own chequered family history, I had entirely too much experience in that area.

      I entered the living room with Roseanne on my heels. “Leyton, this is my assistant, Roseanne.”

      “Oh,” said Leyton. “It’s… a pleasure to meet you.”

      His tone was a little wary but not overtly hostile. Being Unseelie, he’d be aware of the Death Kingdom as an entity within the Winter Court, but I doubted he’d ever ventured there in person. Few did, if they had a choice in the matter.

      After leaving the house, we walked out of half-blood territory and made our way down the cobbled street to the nondescript office standing on the corner, marked simply with a sign that read Goodfellow Detectives. I didn’t bother knocking before pushing the door inward, revealing a sizeable office whose wood-panelled walls were decorated with paintings depicting landscapes reminiscent of the Summer Court. Puck and Hawk had added a couple more since my last visit, with images of vibrant flowers and trees surrounding grassy clearings and wildlife which actually moved in and out of the picture frames. The Aes Sidhe’s glamour was capable of creating images which looked realistic enough to be mistaken for the real thing—even by other fae.

      Puck sat behind the desk when I walked in, idly twirling a pen in his hand. The half-Sidhe descendent of the notorious trickster Robin Goodfellow wore a smart-casual getup of a white shirt and a pair of dark trousers, while his hair gleamed in the shifting colours of autumn leaves with gold and red tints mingling with flaming orange and dark brown. Gold flecked his Summer-green eyes, too, while his brows rose at the sight of the tacky glamour our visitor wore.

      “Hey, Holly.” He dropped the pen and rose smoothly to his feet. “Who’s this?”

      “Leyton here says he wants to hire a detective,” I said. “I figured that description applies more to you and Hawk than to me.”

      Leyton’s gaze travelled from Puck over to Hawk, who’d just walked out of the back room. “Aes Sidhe? You didn’t mention they were Aes Sidhe.”

      “Should I have?” It wasn’t a big secret, or so I thought, but Puck frowned at Leyton, and so did Hawk. The second Aes Sidhe had medium-brown skin and wore his dark hair cut short, while he dressed in the same smart-casual clothing as Puck did.

      Hawk’s Summer-green eyes studied the newcomer. “Is there a problem?”

      “Depends if you’re glamouring me or not,” said Leyton. His own glamour was glaring enough to be seen across the room, but he hovered near the door as if contemplating fleeing the office.

      “We’re not glamouring you,” Puck said. “We’re running a business here, and we don’t make a habit of putting spells on our clients. Tell me what you want to hire us for, and I’ll let you know if we can help you.”

      “All right.” Leyton kept one eye on the moving paintings as he walked towards the desk. I hadn’t expected working with Aes Sidhe to be a deal-breaker, though they did have a varied reputation among the other fae. Most had believed them to have died out after their Court had split away from Summer when their leader had a falling out with the Erlking and gone into hiding underground. It made sense that their sudden reappearance would conjure a flurry of rumours. “There’s a fae in my house who’s causing trouble. I hoped you could get rid of it.”

      “What kind of fae?” I asked.

      Leyton’s attention fixated on me. “A dead one.”

      “Death fae?” Oh boy. Beasts like the sluagh and death stealers weren’t exactly uncommon in this realm, post-faerie invasion, but that didn’t mean I was particularly keen to see another one after the Wild Hunt’s attack a few weeks ago. Unseelie magic in general was fuelled by death and decay, as opposed to the life energy which powered Seelie magic, but the death fae were considered unpleasant even by Winter’s standards.

      Leyton shook his head. “Not a death fae. A ghost.”

      Oh. “Have you asked the necromancer guild?”

      “I didn’t think they could see faerie ghosts.”

      “Some can.” Though very few people had both the spirit sight and the ability to see through faerie glamour, since the latter was almost exclusively possessed by half-faeries. The sole human exceptions I knew about were my cousins, Ilsa and Morgan. “Can you tell me more about this ghost?”

      “It won’t leave my house,” he said. “It froze all my water pipes and then took up refuge in the bathroom and won’t come out.”

      Oh boy. If he’d been unlucky enough to end up with an Unseelie poltergeist in his house, I understood why he’d wanted my help, but there was nothing a non-necromancer could do to get rid of a ghost in a permanent manner.

      “We can’t banish it,” I said, “but I might be able to convince the spirit to leave the house.”

      Banishing the ghost permanently was beyond my capabilities, but if we drove Leyton’s spiritual squatter out of half-blood territory, then at least we wouldn’t have to deal with the other fae bitching at me for inviting my necromancer cousins into their homes. Roseanne had the ability to see the dead whether they were fae or not, but she wasn’t old enough to apply to join the guild herself, while Puck and Hawk would only be able to see the spirit if it chose to make itself visible to them. No, this was definitely a job for the necromancer guild, not us.

      “All right,” said Leyton. “Are you free to come over now, or do you need more time to prepare?”

      “You guys can go ahead,” said Hawk. “I’ll stay behind and watch the office.”

      Hawk usually opted to stay behind when the rest of us ran dangers, since his own magical skills were limited to healing and glamour and he freely admitted that fighting wasn’t his forte. Puck, meanwhile, had the ability to transform into animals, flames, and piles of leaves, among other things—a by-product of his trickster fae heritage. A ghost ought to be easy enough for him to scare off if my powers of persuasion didn’t work.

      I fell into step with him as we walked, letting Leyton overtake us and lowering my voice. “Why’d he think you were glamouring him?”

      “Some Aes Sidhe can cast a glamour the instant they set eyes on you,” he replied. “The strongest can cast a powerful influence over others’ emotions and weave illusions so real that they’re indistinguishable from the magic of the faerie realm itself. I’m guessing he picked up on some of the rumours.”

      “Does that mean your animal forms are glamour?”

      “Not exactly. My animal forms are more than a regular illusion, though with the Aes Sidhe, there’s a more fluid division between glamour and reality than most fae are familiar with. The strongest can make illusions become real, and our Queen’s skill was so vast that she was even able to use her glamour to create an army of living, breathing soldiers.”

      “Damn.” I vaguely recalled Hazel mentioning Queen Etaina’s army of creepy, perfectly obedient clones, but it’d somehow slipped my mind that she’d created them like some kind of mad scientist in a lab. The battle in the Summer Court had ended with most of the Queen’s forces laying their lives down for her in a literal sense, but the knowledge that they might never have had anything resembling free will made goose bumps trail down my spine. “No wonder the Courts felt threatened when the Aes Sidhe resurfaced.”

      Faerie itself was formed of layer upon layer of illusions so deep that even the Sidhe didn’t know all its secrets, though that knowledge had likely died out along with their predecessors. The era of the Ancients had been centuries, if not millennia, before most of the current Sidhe had been born, and few had encountered the gods who’d once walked their lands.

      Roseanne skipped over to join us. “We’re going ghost-hunting, are we? Need me to get some salt?”

      “If you didn’t eat it all,” I said, earning a grin from Puck. “Salt’s more useful for getting rid of zombies than ghosts, though. If we can’t scare it into leaving, we’ll ask a necromancer to bring some candles for a proper banishment.”

      “I thought Ilsa didn’t need to use candles,” said Roseanne.

      “She doesn’t, but the guild likes things to be done the proper way,” I said. “I bet the other half-faeries will be less than thrilled at me for bringing anyone from the guild into their territory as it is.”

      My cousin Ilsa wielded the talisman of the Gatekeeper of Death, which gave her a permanent link to the gates of the afterlife and the ability simply to shove any wayward spirit through if need be. Wraiths were trickier, being the spirits of long-deceased Sidhe, but even they weren’t a match for her. In hindsight, it shouldn’t have surprised me that Roseanne had taken a shine to Ilsa after she’d got over her nerves and introduced herself. I’d already known that Ilsa wouldn’t have any issues with her parentage, but Roseanne was naturally wary of meeting anyone new after being burned so many times in the past.

      All the same, even Ilsa didn’t know I’d retained the Morrigan’s power long after it was supposed to have returned to its owner. Nor did she know the goddess of death had vanished and that I had a private suspicion that I might have played a part when I’d pushed her magic to its limits during the fight with the Wild Hunt. Specifically, when I’d thrown aside the usual laws on raising the dead and used her power to heal Puck from a fatal wound.

      In fairness, the Morrigan’s magic wasn’t subject to the usual laws in this realm or Faerie, but even I hadn’t expected that forcing her formidable healing magic upon Puck’s bleeding, dying body would actually bring him back from the brink of death. Her regenerative magic was so immense that iron chains had little effect on her, but I’d never seen her use that power on another person. I’d acted entirely on instinct, out of desperation, and it wasn’t until I’d seen the empty throne where the Morrigan had once sat in chains that it occurred to me that the formidable queen of the death fae might have had a limit to her abilities after all.

      She’d told me that the powers she’d loaned me had been a temporary favour, and she was as incapable of lying as any Sidhe of the Courts. I’d thought her invincible, one of the last true immortals in Faerie, and if the Sidhe found me guilty of her absence, I’d envy the humans whose rotting corpses filled the moat around the Morrigan’s empty lair.

      I did my level best to shake off all thoughts of the Morrigan as Leyton opened the gate to half-blood territory and led us to a plain brick cottage with a neat garden. A familiar chill hit me the instant he opened the front door, the unmistakable cold aura of Winter magic coupled with the emptiness of the grave. Suppressing a shiver, I followed Leyton into the hall and up a staircase on the right.

      At the top of the stairs, he gestured through an open door. A layer of ice covered the entire inside of the bathroom, thickening around the bath and sink as the taps flowed with water which turned to ice when it hit the floor. A ghost hovered on the ceiling, his silvery hair transparent, blue eyes indicating his nature as a Winter fae. If the ice wasn’t enough of a clue, that was. He looked about the same age as Leyton, which meant nothing, because it was hard to tell with faeries. He might have been in his teens or his thirties for all I knew.

      Then he spotted us, and a spark ignited in his blue eyes. “Get out, intruders!”
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      I rolled my eyes at the ghost. “You’re the one intruding on someone else’s property. Bugger off and move on.”

      Necromancers usually had a few stock speeches to convince ghosts to move on to the afterlife, ranging from the calm and reassuring words they used to break the news to the ones who didn’t know they were dead to the threats they employed against the stubborn spirits who were happy to use their new incorporeal status to cause mischief for the living. From the gleam in this one’s eyes, he belonged to the latter category.

      “I prefer it here, thanks.” The ghost fired off a handful of vibrant blue Winter magic, which brushed my shoulder as I hopped down the single step into the bathroom to avoid being hit. My feet skidded on the icy floor, and the ghost laughed in a childlike manner when I grabbed the wall for balance. “Besides, I live here.”

      “Did he live here?” With one palm resting against the wall, I addressed Leyton over my shoulder. “Before you moved in?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “I’ve only lived here about a month.”

      I returned my attention to the ghost. “How did you die?”

      “What kind of question is that to ask someone?” He put on a wounded expression. “I’m hurt.”

      I gave him a flat stare. “If you’re looking for sympathy, go ask a necromancer. Granted, I don’t think you’d get any lenience from them either, but at least you’d be out of my hair.”

      He gave a short, humourless laugh. “Charming, aren’t you?”

      “Speak for yourself,” I said. “If you’re this lucid, you must remember how you died.”

      In answer, the ghost raised his hands. I ducked, the bolt of bright blue energy soaring over my head and striking the opposite wall. Ice formed where the light struck, while Leyton retreated downstairs to avoid being hit.

      Unimpressed, I drew my iron knife and waved it at the ghost. “Want to find out if you can get iron poisoning from beyond the grave?”

      The ghost stuck his tongue out at me. I swung the knife, took aim, and threw it straight through the centre of the ghost’s forehead. He swayed and let out an indignant noise, but he didn’t fall back. “You’ll pay for that.”

      Three short blasts of bright blue light shot from his hands—not at us, but at the frozen taps. The ice shattered, sending several jets of icy water into the air like geysers. While Puck and Roseanne turned into birds and flew out of range, a torrent of ice-cold water crashed into my chest and knocked me flat onto my rear. Winded, I struggled upright against the step while Puck and Roseanne flew above the ghost and let out bird-shrieks of warning. Silently cursing Leyton for leaving us to face the ghost alone, I abandoned all pretence of getting out of this without tapping into the Morrigan’s powers. I didn’t like using her magic in front of strangers, but Leyton seemed to have no intention of coming back upstairs and helping, despite the sodden wreck the ghost had made of his bathroom.

      So be it, then.

      Shadows unfurled below the backs of my hands, which shifted into the claws of a large bird. Webs of darkness spread up my sleeves, and I dropped my voice. “I warned you. You didn’t listen.”

      The ghost’s bright blue eyes paled. “You can’t be her. It’s impossible.”

      “Believe me, it’s not.” More darkness spread across my torso, wrapping me in dark feathers. “Go beyond the Gates of Death.”

      I didn’t have a powerful talisman to give him a shove into the afterlife, but I didn’t need one. I raised a claw and blasted shadowy magic into his chest, and he flew backwards, straight through the wall of the house and out of sight.

      Puck and Roseanne both landed, shifting back into their human forms. Both were soaking wet—shifting hadn’t spared them from being hit by the jets of icy water—and Puck’s hair looked endearingly rumpled.

      “Can your flames melt the rest of the ice?” I asked.

      “No need,” Puck replied. “It’ll melt on its own now he’s gone. Nicely done.”

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs as the house’s owner returned to peer warily around the corner. “Did you banish him?”

      “Not exactly, but I can’t see the afterlife, so I can only assume he’s not coming back,” I said. “Roseanne, do you see him?”

      She shoved a handful of sopping wet hair out of her face. “Not in here. I don’t know how to look further.”

      Roseanne might have more potential as a necromancer than I did, but she had no training and she had yet to commit to joining the guild when she turned sixteen.

      “Good,” said Leyton, eyeing the water on the floor. “I’ll clean that up⁠—”

      “Go to hell.” The ghost reappeared in a flash of blue light. Magic blasted from his palms and knocked all of us backwards. When Leyton tripped over, fear etched on his face, his glamour collapsed, revealing he’d been wearing pyjamas the whole time. Awkward.

      So much for scaring off the ghost. “I told you to get out of here.”

      “Your creepy magic won’t work on me.” He shot me a sneer. “I’m here to stay.”

      “You wish.” Unfortunately, my dagger lay on the icy floor and getting it back would mean walking back in range of the ghost’s icy assault. How had the Morrigan’s magic failed to scare him into fleeing?

      The ghost veered into my path as though he suspected I intended to grab my knife, blue light coalescing in his palms and forming an icy spear-like shape. Puck leapt forwards, transforming into a leaping flame that emitted an orange glow around the ghost’s transparent form. The icy spear melted in his hands, while a sudden breeze propelled my knife back towards me.

      “Thanks.” I reached out and caught it in my hand, while Puck shifted back into human form to land at my side.

      The ghost scowled. “You’re no fun.”

      “This isn’t your house, dickhead,” I told him. “Why are you hanging out in a stranger’s bathroom? Tell me the truth. How’d you die?”

      The ghost pouted. “I was hit by a car.”

      “And is there a reason you stuck around?” I asked. “Unfinished business? Revenge?”

      “I can’t leave.”

      “Yes, you can,” I said. “You just vanished. I saw you.”

      “I told you, I can’t.” He flew right up to me, his eyes blazing with annoyance as well as anger. “I can’t move on. I’m stuck here.”

      “Look, just float out of the room and towards the Gates of Death,” I told him in the most patient tone I could muster. “It’s not rocket science. You can see the afterlife better than I can.”

      “I don’t see any gates.”

      “That’s because you’re looking at me. I’m not a necromancer, but if it comes down to it, I will give you a shove in the right direction, and I won’t be gentle next time.”

      “I tried to leave,” he protested. “There’s nothing on the other side but grey.”

      “That’s the afterlife.” What kind of ghost didn’t know what Death looked like? “Did you expect a vibrant technicolour forest like the Summer Court? Because if so, you’re going to be even more disappointed with what’s on the other side of the gates.”

      “Fuck you,” he said. “I thought you weren’t a necromancer. How would you know what it’s supposed to look like over there?”

      “I have friends in the guild.”

      His face set. “Then ask them to help me. Otherwise, I’m going nowhere.”

      Puck took a step forwards. “Why should we believe you?”

      “Because you won’t be rid of me any other way.” The ghost held a hand over the puddle of water on the floor, which began to freeze again. “I can do this all day.”

      “You’re lying,” I said. “You’re perfectly capable of leaving if you want to.”

      A lot of ghosts lost most of their common sense upon departing the land of the living, but this guy seemed pretty lucid despite his stubborn insistence that Death shouldn’t be a dreary grey landscape. Given my own lack of spirit sight, Ilsa would have to set him right on that one.

      Leyton cleared his throat from behind us. “Isn’t the ghost gone?”

      “He says he’s stuck,” I said. “I’ll need to bring in a necromancer.”

      He gave me a dubious look. “You know a necromancer?”

      “I’m related to two of them.” I should by rights have ended up as one myself, given that the spirit sight ran in my family, but I’d been left with zero magic at all once I’d lost the title of Winter Gatekeeper. “I’ll send them a message, if our ghost agrees to put the theatrics on pause for a bit.”

      The ghost shot a rude gesture in my direction, but he obligingly refrained from unleashing another flood while I reached into my pocket for my phone to fire off a text to Ilsa.

      My cousin’s reply came promptly: Busy on a mission. Will be free in an hour. That okay?

      I repeated her response to Leyton. “Does that work for you?”

      “I guess.” He eyed the melted ice all over the bathroom. “How do I stop the ghost from wrecking my house in the meantime?”

      “Put a line of salt by the door,” I said. “It’ll keep him confined to the room, but it won’t stop him from flooding the rest of the house if he wants to, so I’d make preparations to deal with the insurance company if I were you.”

      There ought to be a procedure for damage caused by ghosts, given the sheer volume of spirits on the loose in Edinburgh, but you couldn’t count on anything. As we headed downstairs, Ilsa sent me another message—make it two hours.

      “Must be a long mission,” I remarked. “Maybe she’s dealing with a poltergeist.”

      I almost texted Morgan instead, except he was often on the same missions as Ilsa and had a habit of losing or breaking his phone on a frequent basis anyway. I passed on the new time frame to Leyton, who went to the kitchen to fetch some salt. While salt didn’t harm ghosts the way it did undead, it was generally a deterrent to spirits and would at least give him some peace until Ilsa came to evict his unwanted guest.

      “We’ll come back later,” Puck told him. “With a guild necromancer.”

      “If you’re sure.” Leyton didn’t look particularly happy at the idea of being left in here with the ghost, but while the Morrigan’s magic hadn’t driven the spirit away, the Gatekeeper of Death would be more than a match for him.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “Put the salt in a line near the door. We’ll be back before you know it.”

      Leyton didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t raise any objections when we left the house, still dripping wet from our earlier soaking.

      “I swear that ghost disappeared when you used the Morrigan’s powers on it,” said Roseanne. “Are you sure it’s a normal spirit?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I said. “Ilsa’s never mentioned dealing with one who claimed not to be able to find Death before, but that sounds more like an excuse to me. If he’s having trouble finding the gates, then the Gatekeeper of Death will be more than happy to point him in the right direction.”
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      While we waited for Ilsa to escape her mission at the guild, Roseanne and I went to Puck’s office to dry off from our impromptu soaking. You’d think no longer working for the Winter Court would mean I spent less time covered in ice, but no such luck.

      “I’m intrigued,” said Hawk, after Puck had finished explaining the situation. “You got rid of the ghost and it came straight back?”

      “I pushed him through the wall, but he materialised inside the house again,” I explained. “I thought I gave him a good scare, but he came back and started complaining about not being able to find his way through Death.”

      “That’s inconvenient,” he said. “That why you’re calling in a necromancer?”

      “Yeah, since necromancers can actually see what they’re doing when it comes to the afterlife,” I said. “Otherwise, it’s like trying to walk through Faerie without the Sight. You think you can see where you’re going, but it’s just as likely that you’re being led astray.”

      “That can happen even with the Sight,” Puck added. “Depending on which part of Faerie you’re in.”

      “True.” Hawk studied me. “I don’t think you ever told us why you have it, even though you’re human.”

      “The Sight?” I’d assumed my ability to see the fae was self-explanatory, but then again, he and Puck hadn’t known I was a former Gatekeeper until I’d told them directly. As half-faeries, they hadn’t lived for centuries like most Aes Sidhe had, and their experience of the rest of Faerie was limited. “It’s an aftereffect of spending so much time in Faerie. When someone travels between the two realms on a regular basis, the regular blinders which normal humans have on are lifted.”

      Half-faeries naturally inhabited the gap between worlds, but humans had mostly been oblivious to the fae prior to the invasion. Except for the Gatekeepers, of course. Our eyes had been opened to Faerie from birth, while the very ground we walked on had been a creation of glamour. I’d never had the words to describe how it felt when the breaking of the Gatekeeper’s Curse had shattered those foundations beneath my feet. Perhaps Puck and Hawk had felt something similar when they’d walked away from their own Court. I didn’t know.

      “Makes sense,” said Hawk. “It becomes ingrained eventually, I imagine.”

      Puck nodded from across the room. “I’ve heard the same is true for humans who’ve spent a lot of time in Faerie.”

      “You mean the ones who get kidnapped by them,” I said. “Assuming they survive, of course.”

      “You had to bring down the mood, didn’t you?” Hawk said.

      “It’s true.” I’d be dead a hundred times over if not for my Gatekeeper’s training and the Sidhe’s reluctance to let me perish and leave themselves with the hassle of finding a replacement. Since there was no backup available, it’d been in their own interests to stop me from getting trampled by a troll or eaten by an ogre before my mother had passed the title on.

      My phone buzzed with a message from Ilsa. About time. “Ready to go?”

      “You bet,” said Roseanne. “Hawk, are you coming?”

      “Ah, no thanks,” he said. “I’ll stay here in case we get any calls.”

      “I thought you wanted to see the Gatekeeper in action,” Roseanne said. “You said you did, didn’t you?”

      Hawk gave a shrug. “Nah, I’m good.”

      “You did, though.” Roseanne tilted her head to one side. “Ilsa will get rid of the ghost. It’s pretty much harmless, anyway.”

      “You’re scared of ghosts?” I asked.

      Hawk’s face reddened a little. “No, I just have a healthy wariness around things that ought to be six feet underground.”

      “Uh-huh.” Fearing the dead wasn’t uncommon among half-faeries, but the guy had faked his own death in front of the Wild Hunt, so it surprised me that he’d be afraid of a relatively harmless ghost. Roseanne snickered, while Puck shot me a grin.

      Hawk glowered at us. “Fine, I’ll come. Happy?”

      The four of us retraced our steps to half-blood territory, where my cousin Ilsa waited near the gates. Her foot-length dark necromancer cloak left a trail of dirt and cobwebs behind her, while more sticky webs clung to her long, dark hair.

      “Sorry I’m late,” said Ilsa. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.”

      “Did it involve zombies?” Judging by the smell lingering around her cloak, I’d guess so.

      “Among other things,” she said. “What kind of ghost do you need my help with?”

      “One who thinks he can’t find the way through to Death.” I led the way back down the road to Leyton’s house. “He won’t leave, even when I tried my creepy Morrigan trick. Obviously, I can’t see the Gates of Death myself, so it’s not like I could give him directions.”

      “I can help him,” she said. “How violent is he?”

      “He’s flooded this poor guy’s bathroom and then froze the place, but he said he was trying to get a necromancer’s attention in the hopes of moving on. I can’t imagine you’ll have too much trouble.”

      “Don’t speak too soon.” Puck reached Leyton’s house first and knocked on the door.

      The dishevelled half-faerie answered a moment later. He hadn’t bothered putting his glamour back on, though he’d at least changed into actual clothes rather than the pyjamas he’d been wearing earlier. Judging by the way his damp hair clung to his face, the ghost had given him another soaking at least once since we’d left.

      “Good, you’re back,” he said. “It’s even worse than before.”

      “In what way?” I entered the hallway behind Puck, beckoning Ilsa to follow me. “This is Ilsa. She’s a guild necromancer who can get rid of your ghost.”

      “And him?” He caught sight of Hawk, who stood at the back of our group next to Roseanne.

      “I’m the backup,” he said. “Whereabouts is the ghost?”

      “Stuck in the bathroom surrounded by a salt barrier, the last time we checked,” said Puck. “Unless it got out?”

      “No… he’s still up there,” Leyton said. “And he’s trying to take the barrier down.”

      “How?” The icy water trickling down the stairs answered for him, and when I reached the top, I found the water had climbed to the same level as the single step leading out of the bathroom and soaked the landing carpet.

      Ilsa took the lead, her footsteps squelching against the sodden carpet. “Is anyone there?”

      The ghost appeared in front of her. “Boo.”

      Ilsa didn’t so much as flinch, which came as no surprise. Necromancers wouldn’t get very far if simple jump scares bothered them. “So you’re the ghost. Got some unfinished business?”

      “No. I’m happy here.” The ghost folded his arms across his chest. “Who are you?”

      “Ilsa Lynn. Necromancer.”

      “You’re with the guild?” The ghost’s manner changed, and he straightened upright, his feet nearly touching the ground. “I’m trapped over here. I can’t get out.”

      “I doubt it.” Ilsa pulled a book out of her pocket and flipped it open, bathing the ghost in glimmering blue-white light. “Go beyond the Gates of Death.”

      Magic blasted into the ghost, knocking him through the wall of the house. All of us watched for a tense few seconds in case he reappeared again, but nothing remained but water, ice, and the lingering deeper chill of the magic Ilsa had used.

      “Is that it?” Roseanne sounded disappointed. “I thought it would be flashier.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.” Ilsa lowered her hand, closing the book. “I didn’t see him go through the gates…”

      “Wait, you didn’t?” I hadn’t seen the gates either, but her book’s power was worth ten sets of necromancer candles or more. Surely that had been enough to blast him into the afterlife.

      “Let’s see if he’s outside.” She ran downstairs, and the rest of us followed her down into the hallway.

      Leyton greeted us with a hopeful look on his face. “Is he gone?”

      “I’m going to check,” Ilsa said. “I knocked him out of the house, straight through the wall.”

      “She did the same earlier.” He jerked his head in my direction. “Didn’t work.”

      “She isn’t a—” Ilsa broke off as Puck pushed open the front door, revealing the ghost standing on the doorstep, his arms folded across his chest.

      “You threw me out of my house!” he said accusingly.

      “You don’t live here anymore,” I pointed out. “Also, you should have gone beyond the gates.”

      “Wait, he used to live here?” asked Hawk. “Really?”

      “Months ago,” Leyton said irritably. “I live here now, and this is ridiculous. I thought you necromancers were professionals.”

      “We are.” Ilsa stepped up to the ghost and held up her talisman. “Go beyond the gates. I command you.”

      Light suffused her palms, spreading from the book to the ghost, but he remained locked to the spot, and no gates appeared to draw him in.

      “I think he might be right about being stuck,” Hawk muttered. “That or someone switched out her magical book for an algebra textbook.”

      “This isn’t funny,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. “Also, that’s a talisman, not a regular book. Have a little respect.”

      Puck’s smirk disappeared. “What could possibly stop a ghost going through the gates?”

      “Spiritual superglue, maybe.” Despite his light tone, Hawk kept his distance from the hovering spirit.

      “I’ve had enough!” Blue light blasted from the ghost’s hands, and we all ducked as it spiralled into the sky above our heads. “I want to leave.”

      “You’re not helping the situation,” Ilsa said. “Wait there for a second. I’ll send you where you belong.”

      “Maybe Death doesn’t want me.” His hands brightened again. “Or maybe you’re not a real necromancer.”

      “Don’t be absurd.” Ilsa was no usual necromancer, true, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t one of the most badass ghost-hunters I’d met in my life. One of her first banishments had been the wraith of my deceased mother, for crying out loud. This
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