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When an undead movie star asks you for a small favour, you know you’re gonna be in deep trouble.


Seeing ghosts is just something I’ve learnt to live with. They’re everywhere I go, especially since I chose to study history at the Sorbonne, one of the oldest universities in the world. While on a class trip to the Pantheon, where France’s great men—and women!—reside, I get introduced to the fabulous Josephine Baker! One of her war medals has gone missing, and she wants me to find its whereabouts.


Who could say no to a flapper girl turned movie star turned war hero? Little do I know agreeing to do so will send me on a wild-goose chase across the country with a ghostly pet cheetah, hidden walkways, and a murder attempt.


.


Follow Alix on her first big ghost adventure two years prior to the events of Parisian Ghosts.


.



Sign up to my Story Seeker mailing list and grab the prequel for free












  
  [image: Title page repeating the title, series title and author name in cover font]




  
  
A note on sensitive topics




Dear Reader, 

.

This is a book about ghosts, so naturally death plays a rather large part in it. If you don’t like spoilers and are cool with everything, skip this note and start the book. If you want to be prepared, read on. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not a nasty surprise.

Ghosts of the Revolution is the last book of the Parisian Ghosts series, pulling out all stops. Following the end of the last book, war has come to Paris in the shape of reanimated skeletons. There’ll be bones, blood, and ghosts aplenty.

Some of these skeletons are fairly gruesome, with twisted body parts and half-human, half-animal identities. Some of these descriptions might be quite graphic and dip into horror, but they’re small and far between.

Paris is a war zone, so expect a few deaths, mentions of torture (none on page), and a general sense of dread. But this book is called Ghosts of the Revolution, and a revolution is what you’re gonna get.

Happy to tag along? Then join Alix on this new ghostly adventure as she fulfils her destiny.

.

Love, Janna
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Chapter 1




“It’s an honour to finally meet the one who’ll raise the dead and bring chaos and destruction to the world.” 

The dead rise around me, terrible creatures neither ghosts nor alive, their features only vaguely human—or rather, a collection of human parts. Some are flesh, but way more are bone, detached from their former reality. They’ve forgotten what they looked like, their names, and—most importantly—what it means to be human. They rise, drawn to the surface by Napoleon’s command, and there’s nothing I can do but watch; watch as the life drains out of me and my consciousness slips away.

The images keep turning in my head: skeleton warriors with three heads, or four left feet, all attached to one leg; rolling heads, speaking with five different tongues; a moving mass of broken creatures and lost memories.

I toss and turn, trying to wake from this nightmare, but the pull’s too strong. My body’s heavy on the floor, immobilised by runes I don’t understand, brought down by a betrayal I didn’t see coming. Maybe I was just blind, maybe the signs were inside our history all along but I chose to ignore them, chose to believe in change instead; to believe even ghosts could evolve.

When the darkness finally flees, I find myself in a vaguely familiar room. It’s fairly small, holding little more than the bed I’m lying in. Heavy curtains frame the windows, and there’s sunlight—beautiful, warm sunlight. Still unable to move my body, I let my gaze roam. It finds an old-fashioned red tapestry and gold-framed sketches and pictures. A gold statue the size of a medium dog displays what looks like the goddess Athena on a throne in one corner, but the most curious things are the little white signs placed next to the objects. This isn’t a private home—it’s a museum.

I sit up, my eyes devouring what I see. The bed I’m in is an old-fashioned, four-poster bed of dark wood, with carved posts and an impressive headboard. There’s a chair next to it, covered in the same salmon-coloured velvet as my pillows. A beautiful, but giant, black-and-gold vase stands in front of a mirror. To my other side, there’s a narrow table with more pictures. A fake candle’s the only 21st-century thing in the room besides the signs—and me, I suppose.

Slowly, my brain begins cataloguing the objects, and a memory floats up. I realise whose house this is. “Victor?”

He steps through the door as if he’s been sat next door, writing at his old desk. “Ah, Mademoiselle Alix. You’ve finally come to.” His hands wrap around the board at my feet as he looks down at me. There’s a smile on his face, but it can’t hide the tension around his eyes.

Last night’s events come back to me again. For the first time, I check my arms. I can still feel the pain of the Chevalier’s knife cutting into me, but my arms are completely unblemished. “Was it a dream?”

“Alas, no.” Victor sighs, then takes the seat next to my bed. “Everything you remember happened.”

“So, Jean Lannes—?”

“Turned out to be a traitor, yes.” He shakes his head. “Voltaire and I should’ve known. When we realised we’d just left you alone with Napoleon’s best friend… I hope you’ll forgive us in time.”

I swallow hard, trying to ignore how deeply Lannes’ betrayal cuts. “He apologised.”

“Well, if it helps, I do believe he was torn about it, and that he regrets his part, just not enough to turn the page, I’m afraid.”

It’s painfully obvious now. I believe he liked and valued me, just not as much as he liked and valued Napoleon. He tried to straddle the fence for so long, but in the end, his old loyalty won out. 

“So, what happened? How did I get here?”

“Ah, about that.” Victor’s smile becomes even more tortured. “As soon as Voltaire and I realised, we returned. Unfortunately, it was too late, and the ritual had nearly concluded. We summoned all our power to dispel the enemies and those poor, unfortunate souls and brought you… here.”

“Why here?” I whisper. “Why not the Panthéon?”

Definitely tortured now. “Unfortunately, I must inform you the Panthéon’s fallen to the enemy.”

“What?” Suddenly, I can’t lie in bed anymore. I swing my legs out and stand up, hands clenched at my sides. “Fallen?”

Victor looks up, blinking. “Well, turns out Jean Lannes wasn’t the only traitor. They all defected to the enemy—the whole dirty lot of them. And, as you know, Napoleon placed many of his former commanders in our resting place. It was a coup and, unfortunately, it worked. Not everyone is cut out to fight, instead, we scattered. That’s how you came to be here in my family’s home.’

The Maison de Victor Hugo is on the Place des Vosges, a short walk from the Place de la Bastille in the Marais. It should be bustling with people on such a fine summer’s day—at least two school classes should’ve been through this room already—but not even a staff member has objected to me sleeping in a historic bed. 

“Is it closed?”

“I’m afraid a great many places are closed at the moment.”

Oh, this is going to be much worse, isn’t it? “Why?”

“The Chevalier and Napoleon used their new army to make a statement. Turns out, people don’t feel safe with the undead crawling the streets. Of course, they haven’t conquered Paris just yet, but they’ve definitely managed to sow terror and fear. A great many people have already fled to the countryside, but I’m afraid it’s spreading.”

“What is?” 

My voice hitches in my throat. How long was I out? I know there were plans to take the Commune above ground, but I didn’t think it would be possible—not so easily, nor so fast.

“The dead rising from their graves. Somehow, the Chevalier’s found a way to not just give ghosts powers but our former bodies as well—or at least what’s left of them. And it seems to be contagious. Reports are still far and few between, but we’ve definitely had the necropolises of the suburbs spilling out the undead as well.”

I immediately think of Père Lachaise and the ghosts there. “This is coming from the necropolises?”

He rises from the chair. “Walk with me.” 

Hands clasped behind his back, Victor leads the way.

I scramble out of bed, finding my body surprisingly spry and healthy after the ordeal I’ve endured. The museum’s fairly small and only two rooms later we reach the big windows looking out on the Place des Vosges. It truly is a beautiful day—in the square, a fairly large park, the trees are green and the birds are singing in the branches. On a normal day, it’d be full of locals and tourists alike. There’s a restaurant on the other corner but all the chairs are chained up. When I finally catch movement, I mistake it for a white cat at first, but the thing skittering across the street is a skeleton arm, running on the fingers attached to it on both sides.

I stumble backwards. “Can everyone see this?”

“Yes, even the living can see Napoleon’s army and his strengthened ghosts. It’s a new world out there,” Victor says grimly, gaze still turned outward.

When I hear marching sounds, I dare approach the window again. A unit of soldiers—half of them ghosts, the others strange skeletal creatures—crosses the square. Suddenly, they burst into a run and take chase, though what—or whom—they’re chasing, I can’t see. After that, Victor closes the curtains.

“It started with your blood in the catacombs. The mismatched ghosts there make up the bulk of the enemy’s armies—six million, I believe.”

My head’s swimming. No wonder they’ve taken over the city so fast—the dead greatly outnumber a city even as large as modern-day Paris. 

“And the necropolises?”

“Their bones have joined the march. The ghosts… Well, some of them follow Napoleon. Former soldiers, I suppose. The majority, however, are still confused. Napoleon hasn’t made any changes to the afterlife so I guess they could continue to exist as before, but that won’t last. They’re speaking of a new world order; a rule of the dead.” Shuddering, he turns from the closed window. “There’s resistance, of course. Père Lachaise is fighting. Many of the ghosts object to their bones being desecrated, and they’re calling them back. Sometimes, it works, and Napoleon hasn’t established complete control yet, so their interference goes unpunished for now. He’s focused on taking the places of power that aren’t under his control yet.” Fresh pain washes over his face. “Obviously, the Panthéon didn’t hold out for long, but St. Denis is putting up a fight. Never thought I’d cherish the queens one day.”

I can’t help but smile. If Napoleon so much as dares show his face, Constance d’Arles will rearrange it until even he can’t even remember what it’s supposed to look like. The Triad won’t accept a man’s rule—certainly not one who came from nothing.

“What about the living? You said some fled.” I still can’t wrap my head around it. People abandoning Paris? This great, beautiful city emptied? “What about my family?”

“Your family’s still holding out. Émile tells me your father’s risking his life reporting—he’s grown quite fond of him. And the rest… Well, they refuse to leave without you. I think a lot of people haven’t quite realised how bad this is, even though some died that night.’

I catch my breath once more. “Died?”

“When the dead spilt out of the catacombs, they did so with little care for the living—a lot of people were trampled. There were car accidents all over the city, and in some places direct aggression rose. There are rumours the undead are looking for missing body parts, and they’re willing to take them from whomever they come across.”

I’m starting to feel faint. Quite some time ago, Gaby and I visited the catacombs. Back then, the undead—as Victor calls them—were still confused and tortured. They wanted me to do them favours as I do for some of the more wholesome ghosts, but most of their wishes consisted of finding their body parts, which I refused for obvious reasons. For the better part of the last month, I’ve tried to bring them true peace, to let them rest again, but nobody would listen. And now they’ve taken matters into their own hands—or feet.

“What about…” I’m not sure if I’m ready to hear this. “What about my boys?” I whisper. “What about Gaspar, Sébastien, and Dix?”

Tears sting in my eyes as I remember how I left them—abandoned them. Gaspar had been caught in a circle of salt, a salt gun pointed at his face. Sébastien had a gun at his head, too, though his carried real bullets. Two men had been holding him down, twisting his broken arm on his back. There’d been blood, signs of a struggle, but one they’d lost. The Chevalier had threatened to kill Sébastien, which would’ve ended his life and Dix’s existence, made Gaspar forget who he was and who he loved, and reverse all the hard-fought progress we’d made if I didn’t succumb to him. And I’d turned my back on them. 

The guilt bears down on me, squeezing the life out of my bones. How could I betray them? Sure, they’d both wanted me to go—Dix had begged me to do the right thing and leave. But it doesn’t feel right, it feels like I’ve abandoned them, taken their sacrifice and ran with it. And for what? The Chevalier still got me in the end. I didn’t even make it out of the catacombs.

Victor looks at me with endless compassion. “As far as I know, the two—or rather, the three of them—remain imprisoned.”

Imprisoned is good. Imprisoned doesn’t mean dead or wiped from existence. I try to tell myself that as I blink the tears away. “It’s my fault.”

“What is?”

“The Chevalier wanted me. He’s always just wanted me. If I’d gone to him earlier—”

“Then you would’ve released the undead earlier and the city would’ve still been under siege.” Victor shakes his head. “No, Alix, you carry no fault in this. You’re a victim of Napoleon’s and the Chevalier’s greed, just like everybody else.”

I snort. “But I’m fine. I mean, look at me—I lost so much blood, yet here I am, perfectly unharmed and safe.”

Victor’s face breaks, his true dismay shining through. “Oh, Alix. You’re the opposite of unharmed.”

“What do you mean?” I suddenly feel faint again, stumbling back. “I’m okay.” My arms show no sign of cuts, my face doesn’t hurt, and my body feels strong despite losing so much blood.

“We didn’t get to you fast enough,” Victor whispers.

My thoughts jump ahead, analysing my situation: the lack of injuries, the fact I’m in Victor’s house and woke up in his bed, a place I have no business touching. 

“I’m… I’m…” 

It can’t be. I was saved. Victor and Voltaire saved me. They stopped the ritual. They brought me here. Here, instead of a hospital. My gaze falls on my healthy arms again, and a big tear drops on my skin. It feels so real. 

“Did I die?”

“Not permanently,” Victor hurries to say. “Your body was taken to the hospital, and they managed to save your life, but… You haven’t woken up yet, and your heart…” He sighs. “Your heart did stop at one point. So, I’m afraid, yes, Alix: the person standing in front of me—you—is dead. You’re a ghost like the rest of us now.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Turns out, I’m not really a ghost like the rest of them. Since my body’s still clinging onto life, I’m a whisper ghost. My real body’s in a hospital, which is one of the few places still open and operating as normal—Napoleon and the Chevalier haven’t bothered with them yet and the staff are heroic enough to continue their jobs despite the threat on the street. 

I don’t really believe Victor or all the evidence in front of me until I actually lay eyes on my body. There I am, attached to a dozen lines and cables, and a feeding tube supplying me with nutrients. My arms are covered in bandages and there’s a big plaster on my forehead. I can breathe on my own and my heartbeat looks steady on the monitor, so that’s good. But that’s about the only positive I can find about my situation because I’ll never wake up again. My body—I guess I should think of her as Alix now—might but this part of me I’m reduced to won’t. I’m the same as Dix and Petite Alix, and Mathy and Ollie—a broken part of the whole, my own existence, and yet tied to the life in front of me… which frankly might not be for very long if she doesn’t wake up.

“How long have I been lying there?” 

It dawns on me now: I have no idea if this really happened last night. I clearly lost some memories along the way. When Gaspar died, he appeared right on scene, but I know there’s a period of confusion, a period of realisation.

“Two days, I believe,” Victor says. “According to the hospital ghosts, they don’t know what’s wrong with you. You didn’t have any internal bleeding or organ damage. You just lost a lot of blood and your heart stopped. They gave you transfusions and brought you back, so you should be waking up.”

“But I’m not awake… I’m in a coma.”

Victor nods. “Yes.”

I still don’t get it, not really. Sure, there’s my body, and I’m familiar with the concept, very much so, but how can I be dead when I feel so… so alive? Out of curiosity, I touch the wall, expecting my hand to pass through. Instead, I stump my knuckles against it and wince in pain.

“It takes time to shake all the learnt behaviour and adjust to your new reality,” Victor says gently. “You could do it but you remember what it’s like being unable to do it more.”

With a sigh, I drop onto the chair, watching as a nurse comes in, checks my vitals, adjusts some flow rates, and leaves again. “This stinks.”

Victor chuckles. “You’ll get used to it.”

I get up and walk around the bed, as if another angle could bring more clarity. “What happened to Petite Alix? She didn’t vanish when I came to be, did she?”

“No, the little one’s safe. I believe she’s moved in with the Curies.”

“Where are they?”

“At the Sorbonne. They’ve got a whole campus named after them, so they’ve got a lot of space there to hide her. If you think it’s safer, we could send her to Provence with Émile, though. You’ve got ties there, even as a child, so it’d be easy for her to exist.”

But it would be so far. And she’d be alone. 

“I guess, depending on how this plays out, it could be an option.” 

Right now, it’s looking pretty bleak, but this isn’t the end. GoPol will fight Napoleon. They’ll get help from Interpol, the gendarmes, even the army. A city as big and important as Paris won’t just be left to the ghosts, especially not if it’s spreading like Victor said. 

“Please, tell me someone’s—” 

Suddenly, there’s a door in my chest. I should’ve felt the impact, should feel the wood in my body, but there’s nothing. I can’t feel anything.

Victor gently pulls me aside before the panic fully takes hold, and we watch as my family spills into the room, Odile at the lead. “Hey, Alix. Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve got a little surprise for you.”

She sits at my bedside and looks over her shoulder before lifting Malou out of the bag and gently putting her between the arm and body of my whisperer self. Since it’s daytime, Malou just sniffs once or twice before settling in to continue sleeping.

“It’s Malou, in case you can’t tell by the little spikes,” Odile whispers, then smiles. I notice there’s a big scratch on her forehead and wonder if she tripped or whether she got into a scuffle with one of the undead.

“You know it’s against hospital policy to bring in pets?” Hélène says, her arms crossed. As soon as she sees my body—the real Alix—though, she leans down to kiss my cheek. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty.”

“I’m sure it’s different for coma patients,” Maman says as she pulls up the chair to sit, immediately taking Alix’s hand. “I’ve read they can wake up from familiar sounds or smells. Or perhaps she’s awake and can hear us just fine. Hello, Chouchou.” She kisses Alix’s cheek before returning to stroke her hand. “Odi brought you Malou. Can you feel her?”

My fingers itch to reach out to my hedgehog and feel her for real. Dix and Gaspar can touch her so why not me? But moving her would freak out my family. They know enough to assume it’d be a ghost—they might even guess it’s me if they know my heart stopped—and then what? I can’t talk to them, they’d get upset, and no one would feel any better.

Papa comes in last, phone at his ear as he closes the door. “Look, I can go past Les Invalides on the way home.” By the way my sisters and mother look at him, it’s not exactly his best idea. He winces and turns away, looking out the window instead, which puts him right next to me and Victor. “Of course I’ll be careful. Just checking the perimeter, maybe see if I can tell what’s going on there. I do have some contacts in Intelligence, too. They probably won’t be able to tell me much, but I’ll try them. Alright, gotta go… You, too.” He hangs up and stares out the window, as if he can see Les Invalides from here.

“Obviously, Napoleon has taken up residence in Les Invalides,” Victor explains softly.

I don’t really care about Napoleon right now. Being so close to my father is making my whole body ache. He used to be able to see ghosts, albeit for a very short time. GoPol tricked him into getting rid of his whisper ghost instead of helping him cope. If they hadn’t he wouldn’t need his equally blind or especially cagey sources and could talk to the ghosts himself; he could talk to me.

I don’t realise my hand’s raised until he turns through my arm and approaches the sick bed to run his hand through Alix’s hair. “Hey, little one. We could really use you out there.”

“Rémy!” Maman admonishes. “I just want her to wake up. The last thing we need is for her to run straight back into battle.” She shudders. “Just thinking about it—a battle, and my daughter right in the middle of it.” A tear runs down her cheek.

Hélène squeezes her shoulder. “Ssh, Maman. It’ll get better soon. GoPol will take care of the ghosts and Alix will wake up. She’ll be back with us in no time.”

“I’m right here,” I blurt out, unable to take this anymore. “I’m with you right now.”

“They can’t see you, kid,” Victor says softly, “or hear you.”

“But I’m a whisper ghost, I can—” Make the lights flicker? Set off the alarm? Rattle the windows? 

Victor puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Alix. There’s nothing you can do but watch.”

I blink the tears away, wondering how I’ll ever get used to it. How anyone does. “It’s not fair.”

“It rarely is.”

My father’s started telling my comatose body what’s been going on in the city, but it’s much the same as what Victor said without the ghost intel. The only new thing comes at the end when he talks about GoPol. “Bézier asked about you. He’s dying to talk to you, to find out what happened, which is ironic, since he won’t say anything.” He sighs. “But he updated me on Sébastien. As far as they know, he’s alive, and they know roughly where he is, but they can’t reach him.”

“Why would you tell her that?” Maman asks. “The last thing she needs is to worry about her boyfriend.”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Papa adds for my benefit, though he doesn’t sound very convincing. “He can hold his own. You know that.”

Not according to the last time I saw him. I don’t even want to think about what the Chevalier has done to him. He no longer needs him to pressure me, so what’s his plan? Or maybe I should ask myself what horrible experiments he’s conducting on my three boys, because he clearly hasn’t let Gaspar and Dix go, either.

I try not to lose hope and the rest of my composure, but just then the door opens and Gaby steps in. She’s not even completely through the door before she asks, “Has she woken up?” 

Everyone shakes their head, and Gaby rushes to the bedside, tears streaming down her face.

It’s too much. I can’t watch this any longer, can’t watch everyone falling apart over my motionless, comatose body while I’m standing right here, unable to make myself be heard. 

With a tear-choked gasp, I turn and flee before the door falls shut.








  
  
Chapter 3




I’ve dealt with so many ghosts, you’d think it’d be easy to adjust to my new existence. How many times have I marvelled at the rich afterlife they lead? The continued discourse, unlikely collaborations, and haunted performances. I was never truly afraid of dying until I actually died. And though, technically, I’m still alive, this part of me that’s now separate is as dead as it can be. I can no longer hang out with Gaby moaning about homework or enjoying a coffee at Chambelland. In fact, I won’t even be able to have another coffee, a pain au chocolat, or my maman’s macarons.

It only gets worse the more I think about it. For all the possibilities and freedom, I’ve lost something more important—no super-cool master’s thesis for this ghost. There’ll be no more tours at the Panthéon, no possibility to change the future, to leave a mark. My entire future, which seemed so impossibly bright just a few days ago, has been wiped away. And, as a whisper ghost, my afterlife’s already on a timer.

Is this what Dix feels like all the time, watching another part of himself do all the things he can’t anymore? Is Petite Alix crushed by her expiration date? Was I too harsh with Ollie when he ran to the Chevalier for a solution that didn’t really exist?

“It won’t always hurt like this,” Victor says. He’s still by my side, his gentle presence like a warm hug. “The transition is a huge shock, no matter how well prepared you think you are. It’s even more confusing if a part of you still lives, I’m sure, but you’ll find your feet—you probably faster than anyone. And, despite what you might think, this isn’t the end.”

“It’s the beginning of the end,” I blurt out, my voice choked by tears.

Victor snorts softly. “So is life itself.” When that fails to cheer me up, he regards me for a long time. “Let’s go visit some friends.”

I know ghosts can transfer distances in the blink of an eye, if necessary, but Victor seemingly wants to take his time. Or maybe it’s me who hasn’t quite mastered that kind of transportation yet. Then again, what does it matter how much time it takes? We’ve got all the time in the world, after all.

Eventually, the act of moving my feet gets me out of my spiral of self-pity, and I start to notice things. Paris is quiet; it’s not exactly empty. There’s still a lot of people around, especially tourists, but compared to how lively the streets usually are, it’s practically a ghost town—no pun intended. Most of the restaurants and cafés are closed, those that aren’t are deserted, the waiters looking over their shoulders. The street vendors have gone, though there’s a few scam artists selling anti-ghost amulets and holy water. Since I don’t even feel a little bit repulsed—apart from the usual distaste for those types of people—I highly doubt they’re effective. Shops are closed or outright barricaded, and drivers take exceptional care as they navigate the disturbingly empty roads.

This isn’t the Paris I grew up in. Paris is a melting pot, a junction of culture and consumerism, history and high fashion. It’s the city of lights, of love, and of art. It’s proud, overbearing, and arrogant. If we don’t agree with something, cars burn. We don’t hide in our homes, hoping the world forgets us.

“Where are the protests?”

“The protests?” Victor asks.

“I don’t see any troops so why’s everyone cowering? What are they afraid of?”

Victor sighs and points across the Seine. “That.”

On the other side of the river a group of tourists scatter suddenly, their screams ringing through the air as they run from what looks like a geyser of bones and body parts spouting from the ground. My stomach hurts as I watch the chaos erupt. It’s hard to see clearly from this far, but I notice a group of men grabbing whatever they can to fend off the undead, only to realise they can’t hurt them. One of them stumbles away, trips, and falls backwards into the Seine. But there are ghosts in the water, too, and I startle, retreating fast, when white arms pull him under.

“Did they just…” 

This is a nightmare. I still have all those memories Molay planted in me from the drowning I hardly remember—and that was without monsters pulling me under.

The men who didn’t fall don’t fare much better. One gets away but the others are trampled and swarmed by the horrors of the catacombs. I can’t watch this, not even from afar.

“New recruits for the army,” Victor says with a tinge of sadness.

I stride away, trying to calm my racing thoughts and ignore the fact I just saw people murdered in broad daylight, when a group of people burst from a side road, nearly running me down in their panic to get away from whatever’s chasing them. Just then, I hear the march of foot soldiers, amplified by the clatter of bones on the pavement.

Victor pulls me back and I barely catch a glimpse of the 18th-century guard and skeleton soldiers before he drags me through the wall into the building on the corner.

“Why are we hiding?” I whisper when I’ve pushed past the initial panic. “They can’t hurt us, can they?” I’ve no idea what the new rules are.

“But they might recognise us,” he says. “Don’t you think the Chevalier would love to get his hands on me… or you, for that matter?”

Silly old me. I foolishly thought that after raising the dead with my blood he’d be done with me and I’d be safe at last. But, of course, there’s more. I don’t actually believe his beautiful speech about me being the heart of his operation—unless he needs my actual, beating heart for some disgusting experiment—but I know he’s been obsessed with me ever since he met me. He’ll have a dozen more ideas about how he could use me to further his ambition.

And, of course, he’d love to capture the great Victor Hugo. After all, he sees himself as the head of a new ghost government, his inner circle filled with the brightest minds of the past. Right now, all he’s got are military geniuses—all the other bright minds want nothing to do with him. But that doesn’t mean he can’t force them.

We wait in what turns out to be a closed-down boutique for ten minutes until all the cries and screams have abated. When we leave at last, we go through a different wall. Whether that’s for convenience or because Victor wants to spare me the sight of a potential carnage, I don’t know. I certainly refrain from asking.

Our walking’s a little brisker after that. While we don’t come across any more undead violence, the traces of previous attacks are everywhere. Instead of burning cars, we see crashed ones; a storefront’s been smashed up, and as soon as I start looking for it, I see blood everywhere. It’s not always a lot—mostly a smear or a few splatters—but occasionally the amount tells a sadder story.

“Where are we even going?” I ask when I recognise the area. We’re close to the opera now. “Is the opera still resisting?”

“They never did,” Victor says, “but Napoleon respects the arts. As long as he can arrive in style, have his imperial box, and is acknowledged by the front of house, he’s happy to keep performances going, and that’s really all Garnier and his opera care about. No, we’re expected here.”

He stops at a corner, looking up at a building. Its cream-coloured walls show neither dirt nor blood, in fact, there’s very little detail at all apart from a few black lanterns—even the sign above the door goes completely without a flashy display. Despite the lack of pomp, there’s something elegant about it. From the outside, at least, it’s pure understatement. As for the inside… 

“Seriously? Château Voltaire?” 

Besides its name, the five-star hotel in this prime location has very little to do with the philosopher—he didn’t reside here during his life, nor has it been in the hands of his family or anything like that.

“You know Voltaire,” Victor says. “He resides in style.”

We head inside without bothering with the door, which I notice is barred from the inside. Two security men in elegant uniforms are standing guard but they don’t even take notice of us. What’s missing in grandeur on the outside has found its way inside: the floors are covered with elaborately woven carpets, while more lanterns than necessary illuminate the hallways, and behind the shining desk is a wall of tasselled room keys, each with their own special nook. A clerk’s standing at the desk, back straight, but gaze fixed a little too firmly on the door. From time to time, a muscle twitches in his face—poor guy has to keep up appearances throughout a hostile takeover.

Of course, we ignore him, and simply head upstairs to the Suite Voltaire, an elegant set of rooms with roof garden and own pool. It doesn’t seem to be booked out at the moment—at least, not by anyone living.

“Mademoiselle Alix! It’s a pleasure to see you up and about.” Voltaire steps out of the bathroom, disturbingly wearing one of the hotel’s robes. “I take it you’ve been informed about the state of the world, and your own… predicament?”

“I know I’m dead, yes.” And now I wish for a spray of salt to forget this sight.

“Very good. As you know, death’s only a step on the road to intellectual immortality.”

For brilliant minds, perhaps. “More like the road to insanity.”

“Alix is still coming to terms with her new state of being.” Victor takes a seat in the living room, popping a bottle of expensive-looking champagne. “This is a decent place. Very fancy.”

Voltaire drops into the opposite armchair, leaving the one in the middle for me, and takes one of the glasses Victor offers. “Fancy, yes, but also boring.”

“Boring?” From here I can see the pool and a huge TV in the bedroom.

“There’s no stimulation. If the living talk to each other it’s either non-consequential or to rehash the horrors in the city, but they’re never interested in the why, the greater ideas and thoughts behind it.”

“I guess there’s not much thought behind an army that’s made up of half-forgotten body parts,” Victor says pointedly.

Voltaire toasts to that. “As I said: it’s not a particularly stimulating time. I miss the intellectual discourse, the arguments and discussions, the verbal deathblows of a good debate.”

“You miss Rousseau!” I can’t help but coo. The two can’t have a single conversation without it dissolving into a fight, but now they’re separated, it’s like they’re missing a part of each other, too. “That’s so sweet.”

Voltaire pulls a face that’s supposed to ooze indignation but falls flat when he’s dressed in a white bathrobe. “It’s not sweet. How are we supposed to draft solutions if we can’t come together?”

“You can’t visit him?”

“Of course I could,” Voltaire huffs, giving me the impression it’s pride which prevents him from seeing his frenemy, “but I meant the whole lot of us. It’s hard to come together in a place that bears so little of oneself and be expected to think.”

“I see.” Ignoring the champagne I won’t truly be able to drink anyway I put my elbows on the table and look from one esteemed peer to the other. “So, what’s the plan? What do we do?”

Victor and Voltaire exchange a look, both lacking confidence. At last, Victor sighs. “Our first order of business was to look after you, then understand this new world and its rules to figure out where we fit in.”

“You don’t plan on fighting?”

Voltaire swirls his glass. “We lost.”

If I weren’t feeling so hopeless myself, I’d probably give them a piece of my mind, try to rattle them and appeal to their conscience, but after everything I’ve seen on the way here and the lack of direction I feel in my new ghostly existence, it’d be the pot calling the kettle black. 

Which means I need to stop being a pot and do something, even if it’s just a drop in the bucket of the entire occupation.

“Well, if you’re not busy planning a revolution, you may as well help me free Sébastien, Dix, and Gaspar.”








  
  
Chapter 4




It makes sense to focus on my boys. Unlike my family, they’ll be able to see me. I don’t want to think too much about how our relationship might change once there’s two of me—that’s not important. What’s important now is to undo my biggest regret and save them from the Chevalier. 

It takes surprisingly little to convince Victor and Voltaire. Victor would do anything to make me feel better and Voltaire’s truly bored out of his mind. If he can’t help me, he’ll find his way to the statue of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, like an ex-boyfriend in the middle of the night. To avoid admitting defeat, he’s immediately drawing up plans.

Last we knew, Sébastien and Gaspar were held in a maze of tunnels on the unmapped lower floor of the catacombs. If that’s still the case, the place is crawling with hostile ghosts and ghost whisperers. Some of the released skeletons could also be running around there, no longer tied to the tourist-accessible part. The first thing we need is a clear picture of what we’re walking into—and there’s no one better at intelligence work than the heroic WWII spy, Jean Moulin.

Way too many places carry Jean’s name, from roads to squares and public transport stations, but I know exactly where to start my search. As the afternoon arrives, we reach the Avenue du Colonel Henri Rol-Tanguy. Across the road is the official entrance to the catacombs, now completely shut down, with a small contingent of gendarmes stationed around it. None of them are watching the building on our side of the road—the Musée de la Libération de Paris, where le Musée du Général Leclerc and le Musée Jean Moulin are also housed.

We find Moulin in earnest discussion with the general. I knew for a fact these two wouldn’t be sitting on their asses during an occupation, not even if the occupier was a Frenchman himself. 

“Jean!”

Moulin turns around, and his face lights up. “Mademoiselle Alix! Just the woman I was hoping to see.” He leans in to kiss my cheek before putting a hand on my shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

“Not very well but I’m on a mission. Somehow, that helps.”

He gives me a knowing glance. “It certainly does.” Taking a step back, he nods at Voltaire and Victor. “Gentlemen.” He regards me again. “What’s the mission?”

“It’s a rescue operation. We need to free Sébastien, Gaspar, and Dix from wherever the Chevalier’s holding them. And, for that, we need—” 

Moulin’s already grinning. “Information. Leclerc! I’ve received my orders. You hold the museum while I go underground. Where should we reconvene?”

It really sucks we have neither access to the Panthéon nor Père Lachaise. Victor’s house might be a good spot but I don’t know if the others can handle being in a place so focused on one particular ghost. 

“How about my apartment? I could summon you there later.”

He tips his head at me. “An excellent choice.”

As soon as he’s gone, I turn to Victor and Voltaire. This new purpose is invigorating—it gives me something to do instead of focusing on my sorry existence and the general state of the world. “Alright, you grab Rousseau,” I tell Voltaire, giving him a chance to keep his pride, before turning to Victor, “and you see if you can get in touch with my grandmother. I’ll find Josephine Baker.”

“How are you going to do that? Isn’t her estate in the Dordogne? And her bones in Monaco?” She was never fully transferred to the Panthéon.

I grin, proud of my knowledge of the modern city. “Oh, she’ll be at the pool, of course.”


      [image: ]At this time of the day, the Josephine Baker Pool’s closed—or maybe it’s just closed either way. It’s fairly unique as it’s not really in a building but on a flat boat on the Seine so you can do your laps while floating on the river. In good weather, the roof fully retracts, giving you an unencumbered view. Right now, it’s closed, creating more of an indoor space.

Without Victor’s presence crossing through closed doors is a lot harder. Pushing against it gets me nowhere—it’s just as firm as before I died. After a lot of talking myself into it, I run at the door, only to crash right into it and hurt myself. I sit on the gangway, howling in pain, until I manage to convince myself I’m not actually hurt.

Frustrated, I eye the door. Logically, I know I should be able to pass through, but as Victor said my mind still remembers being solid. So, how do I get through?

My gaze falls on the glass wall next to it and an idea forms. This’ll hurt like a bitch but even solid Alix can punch through a glass wall. It still takes a couple of tries to build up the courage, already anticipating the pain, but when I finally commit, my hand goes straight through.

There’s blood and even glass, but now one body part’s inside the rest is easy to pull through. I breathe through the stinging pain in my hand until it finally abates and the blood recedes. The broken glass remains, though, and I realise I must’ve accidentally activated my whisper ghost powers. How embarrassing.

Suddenly, I hear a faint sound of music. I wander deeper into the dark—not that it’s dark for long. Along the side of the pool ghostly lanterns light up, casting a golden light across the water. Someone in an old-fashioned swimming costume is doing laps, but the real party’s happening at the head end, near the bar and deck chairs. The music swings with a slight scratch to it, as if it’s from an old recording. Several ghosts are congregating, drinking from martini glasses and smoking cigars. It’s like I’ve walked back a hundred years.

“Charlotte!”

The only reason I turn is because I recognise the husky voice. Sure enough, Josephine’s quickly approaching, dressed in what looks like a rubber banana bikini. I’m pretty sure she only ever wore that on stage and not in an actual pool, but ghost rules are different—she could go swimming in plate armour and wouldn’t sink.

Josephine embraces me and kisses my cheeks. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Charlotte?” Since there’s no one else she called out to, she must’ve meant me.

The smile on her face is as wide as I remember but her eyes tell a different tale. “We’ve got some visiting generals. Don’t look.”

My heart jumps in my throat and I can’t help but glance at the other guests. Sure enough, at least half the men are soldiers from various time periods, many from WWII. “They got the Nazis?”

“And Vichy France,” Josephine explains, almost joyfully. “It’s almost like old times.”

And, because of that, I need a fake name. Apparently, none of the Panthéon generals are gathered here, so there’s no fear of them recognising my face; my name’s a different matter, though. 

“Like old times, huh?” Back then, Josephine mingled with the enemy to steal their secrets.

Josephine winks then twirls away. “Would you like a drink?”

“I actually need to run—got another engagement, meeting some old friends at… the Hedgehog Club.” I don’t want to give out the address—not that the Chevalier doesn’t know it—in front of all these other people.

“The Hedgehog Club,” Josephine repeats, amused. “Got to check it out at least once, right? I’ll see you there later.” Then she calls out to two soldiers, wriggling her hips and laughing, while I make a hasty escape. 

I admire Josephine for the work she does but I’m not cut out for it.


      [image: ]Sadly, the Hedgehog Club doesn’t feature any actual hedgehogs. When I enter the dark apartment, somehow making it through both the front and our apartment door without too much trouble, it’s shockingly empty. No Sébastien, no Dix, no Gaspar, and no hedgehogs. I assume Odile must’ve let herself in to pick Malou and Squishy up—after all, she brought Malou to the hospital. As grateful as I am she’s looking after our pets, I can’t help but miss them. It’d be nice to hold Malou and rub her belly to remind myself I’m not completely disconnected from life yet.

The lack of sound and the darkness threatens to swallow me. I can’t breathe. I know I don’t have to anymore but the despair feels the same. I haven’t lived here that long, but this is my home. At least it used to be, when my boys were still here. Now they’re gone, it’s just an empty flat—pretty but lacking personality. We really should’ve done something about that. Just as my hold on the place slips, I hear arguing voices coming up the stairs.

“No, it’s not equity,” Voltaire says, “it’s simple tyranny.”

“But we’re all the same under the tyrant’s rule,” Rousseau bites back, immediately lifting my mood.

“Sure, we’re all oppressed the same.”

The two have barely come inside when I throw myself into their arms. I can feel them stiffening beneath my embrace but I can’t bring myself to let go—I’m that desperate for connection.

“What is she doing?” Rousseau asks, sounding alarmed.

“I think it’s a new ghost thing,” Voltaire whispers, as if I can’t hear him.

“Oh, right. My condolences, Mademoiselle Alix,” Rousseau says, freeing himself. “And a very warm welcome to the dead side of the world.”

Snorting, I take a step back. “You know, I always expected it to be more fun.”

“What? You don’t think an undead occupation’s fun?” Voltaire mocks. “And we took such care to give you a truly historical welcome.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Couldn’t you have picked some other time period?”

“Nah, you want the most memorable times—it’s where true heroes are forged.” Voltaire nods, then proceeds to the living room.

I flick the light switch as I follow him and, to my surprise, it actually lights the flat up. Yeah, whisper ghost powers. “I’m not a hero.”

“Nonsense,” Rousseau says with a snort. “You saved the whole city when Eiffel’s resonator made trouble, and you stopped that manic king from rising to power. And here we are, gathering for yet another rescue mission.”

“They wouldn’t need to be rescued if I’d given myself to the Chevalier. I was ready to sacrifice my loves for the greater good, and all it did was unleash greater evil.”

Voltaire frowns heavily. “I don’t know what you’re referring to, but giving yourself to the Chevalier doesn’t sound like it was ever a viable option. Never take the blame for crimes other people commit. Not responding to blackmail is no failure on your account—it’s commendable.”

I want to argue, but suddenly the room fills with people. There’s Victor and Josephine, Chopin and Jim Morrison, Abelard and Héloïse, Mathy and his mother, Clarice, Beatrice, and—

“Oh, my little darling!” My grandmother flies into the room and straight into my arms. “How are you feeling? Are you okay? Do you need something?”

“I… I’m…” My throat tightens and tears burn in my eyes. I’m so not okay. “What I need now is to free my boys.”

She nods knowingly and rubs my back. “Of course. Don’t you worry. We’ll get them back in no time. Come on, sit with me.” 

She expertly leads me to the couch, one hand remaining on my back. Somehow, there’s cookies on the coffee table, the same kind she used to bake when my sisters and I were still little kids. But next to it is a GoPol dossier from Sébastien’s work, and my feeble self-control is quickly dissolving.

“He threatened to kill him!” I cry. “They had him on the ground, arms on his back, gun to his head. What if he—?” 

Knowing how hard it is to be dead all of a sudden, I really don’t want him to go through it—not now, not so soon.

“If Sébastien were dead, he’d already be at your side,” my grandmother coos.

I blink the tears away, grasping for logic. “Not necessarily. I mean, Gaspar’s held captive, too. If they made Séb a ghost, he’d still be a prisoner, but worse…” And there’s the control slipping again. “Worse… what’s worse…” I’m completely lost, tears streaming down my face.

“My, my, I hope those tears aren’t for me, because I’m still here,” a shockingly familiar voice says.

Two new arrivals stand in the door: Jean Moulin and my favourite whisper ghost. Dix looks as if he’s just been beaten up by a street gang, hair tousled, clothes dirty and torn, eyes a little too glassy, but his signature grin is on point. “Hey, History Girl. Heard you’d joined the world’s shittiest club.”
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