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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












  
  
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.

We’ve made it through the GoPol arc, but troubles are only just beginning for Alix. In this book, she’s meeting the kings and queens of France, some of whom have a very bloody history—and death did not mellow them.

There’s going to be mention of poison, murder, and punishment. Brute strength is used against foes—not by Alix—and one person gets quite viscerally executed. Blood and breaking bones are mentioned throughout several scenes, and there’s one chapter that includes vomiting.

On a less graphic level, this novel deals with the trauma Alix and Gaspar have suffered, and their unique reactions to it. Gaspar did a lot of bad things in the previous two books, but we’re now on a path of healing. It just takes time.

Lastly, we’re spending a lot more time with the Chevalier and his resurrection experiments. Expect more boundary crossing, theft from a grave, and bone magic. Oh, and death. Luckily, our heroine is scrappy and has a great group of friends.

Happy to tag along? Then join Alix on this new ghostly adventure as she faces the Court of St Denis and all the fresh horrors it brings.

.

Love, Janna








  
  
Chapter 1




“So, what are your thoughts on ghosts?” 

I look up from restocking the audio guides at the entrance of the Panthéon and throw Philippe a long look. “Ghosts?”

He’s leaning forward, arms on the counter, biting his lip. “I was just thinking—if ghosts exist, there’d be plenty around here, right? I mean, this is a mausoleum, after all. Do you think there’d be ghosts right here, watching me?”

At the moment, there are three ghosts in close proximity to Philippe. Jean-Jacques Rousseau is practising a speech about the meaning of the afterlife, centred around the dichotomy of being not quite dead, not quite alive; Petite Alix is holding onto the hem of my uniform, occasionally managing to make the lower row of audio guides rattle; Jean Lannes, meanwhile, is exercising up and down the entrance, saluting every visitor coming or going; more ghosts mingle on the steps outside and below in the crypt.

I shrug, feigning innocence. “I don’t know. Probably.”

“Don’t you worry about it?”

“Why would I?”

Philippe leans even further forward and whispers, “They could be watching us right now. What if I pick my nose while a ghost is staring right at me?”

“That right there makes me think life has no meaning at all,” Jean-Jacques laments. “It’s one thing I’m glad we shed.”

I pull a face. “Maybe don’t pick your nose at work?”

Philippe pulls back. “It was a hypothetical question!”

“Well, hypothetically speaking, yes. If ghosts exist, then yes, there’d be plenty here, but I assume they’d have better things to do than watch you pick your nose.”

“Some days, yes,” Jean-Jacques sighs. “Other days, not so much.”

I school my features, trying my hardest not to react. Existence as a ghost can be rather frustrating. There’s not much to do for them but socialise, observe, and think. And in Jean-Jacques’ case, share his thoughts with me more than I care for.

“Ghosts exist,” Petite Alix says quietly.

In lieu of being able to answer, I run my hand over her brown pigtails before I rearrange the audio guides she put in disarray.

“It’s creepy, don’t you think?”

I shrug again. “Why?” 

There are some incredibly creepy ghosts, but the Panthéon ghosts are all cool. If Philippe would use his brain, he’d realise that, but I have to tread carefully if I want my secret to remain hidden now everyone and their mum are talking about the ghosts.

At the beginning of the month, a cataclysmic event at the Eiffel Tower made the ghosts visible long enough for people to capture footage and gather irrefutable proof they’re out there. Since then, the media has been crawling with self-proclaimed ghost experts spouting all kinds of nonsense. It’s only a matter of time before— 

“If there are any ghosts here, we’ll have to figure out how we can help them with their unfinished business.”

Yeah, that.

“And how do you propose we do that?” 

I bet there’s plenty of unfinished business to go between the ghosts at the Panthéon. I know Victor and the rest of the writers’ alcove have dozens of books on their mind they’d like to have written. Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Voltaire want to discuss their ideas with contemporary and deceased philosophers—naturally, their ideas are contrary to each other. Marie and Pierre Curie have an entire load of data they want published and peer-reviewed, and Josephine Baker has some movie ideas she’d love to get made now the industry has made leaps and bounds.

The problem is, as soon as one business is finished, they’ll simply come up with another. Ghosts move on when they’ve been forgotten. Until then, they’ll just find new business to attend to.

Philippe deflates. “I don’t know. It just occurred to me we don’t know anything about the ghosts around here.”

I cock an eyebrow. “Speak for yourself. I know plenty.”

He frowns for a moment but then it dawns on him. “I guess you would know them pretty well as a tour guide.”

“I’d hope so.” I step away from the audio guides and head towards the stairs. “I’ll do another check downstairs. Send up any stragglers.” As soon as I’m out of sight, I take Petite Alix’s hand and squeeze it tightly. “And what unfinished business do we have?”

Her eyes glisten with joy. “Finish Cinderella?”

I smile at her. “You got it.” 

With Charles Roubert behind bars and Sébastien at the helm of the Parisian GoPol headquarters, Petite Alix is finally safe from detection, which allows us to spend more quality time together. She still prefers staying here, where dozens of ghosts dote on her and even Voltaire doesn’t mind her endless questions. Victor Hugo, Émile Zola, and Alexandre Dumas have challenged each other to come up with suitable tales for children, hoping to compete with the classic fairy tales my maman read me when I was this little. So far, without success.

Jean-Jacques follows me downstairs, still lamenting about the senselessness of Philippe’s sad little life. “The man has the privilege of learning about the afterlife before his death, and the thought at the forefront of his conscience is whether the greatest minds in history would be interested in his nose picking.”

I can’t help but snort, which earns me a strange look from a visitor about to leave the Panthéon. “A great man once said,” I say once she’s out of earshot, “it is too difficult to think—”

“—nobly when one thinks only of earning a living,” Jean-Jacques finishes his own quote. “Well played, Mademoiselle.”

“Well played, indeed,” Voltaire greets me on the lower level, giving Jean-Jacques a smug smile. “Don’t blame poor witless Philippe. The truth should be like a cloak you hold out for the other person to slip into when they’re ready. Don’t beat him with it like it’s a wet rag. Let the young man come to the truth on his own. He’ll have lots more on his mind then but the picking of his nose.”

“And here I thought we were united in our desire to enlighten the masses.”

“We would be if Mademoiselle Alix would agree to amplify our words.” 

Voltaire levels a stare at me. Initially, he wasn’t a huge fan of the world learning about ghosts, but now the truth is out he’s been pestering me non-stop to become the voice of the Panthéon ghosts. As if I didn’t have enough problems.

Shaking my head, I push past. “I won’t put myself out there to compete with the quacks.”

“So, you’re letting the fools write their falsified version into history?” Voltaire asks, outraged.

“Isn’t it always that way?” Josephine takes Petite Alix’s hand. “Foolish men write history while we women take care of the important stuff and keep the world running.” She doesn’t wait for an answer but dances off with Petite Alix, who laughs delightfully.

Voltaire is left fuming with no one to turn to but me and Jean-Jacques. “The truth shouldn’t be hidden for fear of being ridiculed. Ask my old friend here. Lesser men would’ve thrown in the towel, belittled as he was, but he never wavered.”

“You were one of those who belittled me,” Jean-Jacques protests.

Voltaire appears to be in a good mood. He puts his arm around Jean-Jacques’ shoulders and laughs. “And lesser men have folded, but not you, my friend.”

They wander off together, a rare sight of collegiality instead of their endless squabbles.

I pick up trash and tell the last guests in the crypt that we’re about to close. As they shuffle towards the stairs, I lean against the wall next to the writers’ alcove and sigh. “Does it really make me a lesser woman if I don’t jump at this chance to tell the world my truth?”

“On the contrary,” Victor says. “A prudent woman waits until the noise has died down to make sure her voice is heard when she speaks.”

My sigh only grows bigger. “So, you think I should speak up? Eventually?” 

My connection to the ghost world has almost always been met with ridicule. I missed out on friendships and relationships, was pushed towards therapy, fell out with my sister over it, and was eventually targeted by the police because of it. Sure, everyone’s talking about ghosts now, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to take me any more seriously than they did before.

“I think there comes a time when a student of history must write their own history. To act is an imperative.” He smiles warmly. “You, my dear, are destined for greatness, but you’re still young and have been through so much. You deserve a break. The truth is not so fickle that it cannot wait a little longer.”

When Victor speaks of greatness, all I can think of is the men and women of history whose names we know, not for the noble things they did, but for the terrible deeds they committed. He’s not the only one who claims to know my destiny. The famous seer Nostradamus told me I’d bring death and destruction to France, changing its course forever—not exactly the kind of greatness I aspire to.

“Rest, Alix. Destiny will come calling without you running towards it.”

If anything, I’d be running the other way. I push myself off the wall. “Very well. I’d better close upstairs, so we can do the line-up. I have time for a couple of small favours before I need to be home.” 

Not that I really need to be home anymore. I no longer live with my parents but with two ghosts, a living man, and two hedgehogs.

Victor cocks his head and winces. “He’s already here to pick you up.”

My heart misses a beat. “Who is?”

After everything that happened, Sébastien, Dix, and Gaspar have developed some kind of roster to accompany me home—at least at night. Charles Roubert might be behind bars, but that doesn’t mean I’m short of people who wish me ill.

“Our temporary resident.”

Gaspar.

Only two months ago, I would’ve been elated to spend time with him. Now the thought of us alone has me more anxious than going home after dark. After dying a second time, Gaspar returned to us with his tail between his legs. So far, he seems to be back to his old self—or rather a new version of his old self, which I’m not yet familiar with. The streak of cruel that resurrection instilled in him is gone, but we both bear the scars of what happened, and the levity and joy of the early days of our relationship has yet to resurface. I’m not sure it ever will.

“You could stay here and scrape off chewing gum for a little…” Victor offers.

“He’d still be waiting.” And to be honest, scraping chewing gum off is the worst. “He’s not a danger anymore. I can do this, but if you need some favours—”

“Much like the truth, favours will still be here tomorrow.” Victor leans in. “Besides, I’ve heard Voltaire is planning to be first in line again.”

I groan, knowing exactly what he wants from me. “Whatever happened to resting in peace?”

“No rest for the wicked.” With a wink, Victor sends me back upstairs.

Between Voltaire pestering me about becoming his mouthpiece or facing my ghost-boyfriend-turned-revenant-murderer-turned-ghost-again, I choose the latter.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ever since Gaspar returned, we’ve been walking on eggshells. The trip home is awkward at best and painful at worst. Since he’s a ghost again, I get away with looking the other way and keeping my mouth shut, but he won’t say much either, patiently standing next to me in the crowded Métro or walking with his hands buried in his hoodie.

From time to time, I steal a glance at him, expecting his face to tighten and for him to glare, but he remains painfully mellow. I’m itching to text Gaby, asking her for advice, but she’s on a date with Marie at her brother’s gig.

I almost sigh in relief when we make it back home and I see Sébastien’s shoes in the hallway. When it’s just the two of us the experience becomes even more painful. I still love him, but things have happened between us that not even death can erase.

While Gaspar continues down the hallway, I make a beeline for my room. Closing the door behind me, I lean against it and take a deep breath. I desperately want this to work. Gaspar is a ghost again, not a raging psychopath, and we’re safe from Charles. Everything could be good, and I’m determined to make it so, but it’s so much harder when he’s standing in front of me.

Shuffling noises distract me from my dour thoughts and a smile pops onto my lips. While Gaspar worries me, the other new addition to our household is much easier to handle. Sure, Squishy isn’t pretty to look at with his broken spikes and uneven shape, but the reanimated hedgehog is such a gentle little soul. He and Malou share a cage, and I’m proud of my little lady for not jealously defending her territory. Maybe she can sense the ghostliness of him—or she doesn’t really think of a run-over hedgehog as competition.

I carefully reach into the cage and pick Squishy up. He’s not one for belly rubs—there’s a big nasty scar where he was once split open and had his intestines stuffed back in—but he likes being held. 

“Hmm, what have you been up to?”

Unlike Malou, Squishy doesn’t sleep much anymore. He snuffles softly and snuggles deeper into my hands.

Gaspar brought him with him. When I asked him about it, he just shrugged and said he’d felt a connection. I know what he’s talking about whenever I look at this creature who’s been through death and second life: this mangled, broken hedgehog boy.

I hear voices in the corridor as Sébastien walks towards his room, opposite mine. “She loves you. Just give her time.”

So, Gaspar noticed the awkwardness on our way home, too. And he’s suffering. “Maybe I shouldn’t be here. Give her space instead of time. A lot of space.”

Without thinking, I tear my door open. “No!”

Both men stare at me. Sébastien is halfway into his room, a load of washing on his arm, Gaspar on his heels. “No?” he asks, softly.

I look at Gaspar. “We’ll make it work.”

He looks utterly tortured, begging me to release him. “It’s been three weeks and you won’t even look at me.”

“I’m looking at you now.” Though to be fair, I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up. Swallowing, I repeat myself, “We’ll make it work. We have to at least try.” That means I have to try harder. Much harder.

The corners of Gaspar’s mouth tug upwards a little. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

Sébastien is the only one smiling. “We’ve got this.”

I don’t know about that, but if we’re going down, it’ll be fighting.








  
  
Chapter 2




The result of my stubborn promise is Gaspar accompanies me the next day when I descend into the catacombs to visit the Chevalier. Putting Charles away was only possible thanks to his intervention, so I owe him, and the time to pay up is now. Originally, Sébastien was supposed to come, but he’s been called to a last-minute meeting regarding the public knowledge of ghosts. So, instead, I’ve got Gaspar. This is our chance to rebuild as we repeat the experience that first brought us together. 

So far, this is nearly as painful as the walk home the day before. Every conversation we start fizzles out before it goes anywhere.

“How’s uni?”

“Good.”

Silence.

“What do you do these days?”

“Not much.”

Silence.

The catacombs have never been so vast and lonely.

We eventually strike up a mellow conversation about my World Fair presentation due soon and manage to pass the time with inconsequential chatter about the different ghost inventions I saw in the above-ground portion of the fair. At least until we get to the Crossroad of the Dead. There, too much reminds me of the Chevalier’s big reveal and Gaspar’s role in it.

His mind seems to go in a similar direction, and he lowers his head and hunches his shoulders as we hurry past. The Chevalier said to meet him in his lab, so we bypass the crossroads as quickly as we can, not even stopping for a drink.

Part of me hates how well I know the way to the Chevalier’s lab. I shouldn’t have any business in this part of the catacombs—unless it’s to document the Lutetian ruins around it—yet, here I am, purposefully seeking him out to assist with his necromancy endeavours. Hopefully, it doesn’t actually involve bringing back the dead. If anything, the psychotic duality of Gaspar’s revival should’ve put a pin in that.

And I’m thinking of it again.

I sigh and rub my forehead, annoyed at myself.

“What is it?” Gaspar asks, his voice bearing a hint of reluctance, as if he’s only asking because it’s the polite thing to do and not because he wants to know.

Obviously, I can’t say the truth. We need to discuss what happened when he came back to life, but when we do, I plan for it to be in a bright and sunny place. The last thing I want is to face him down here, with no way to escape in case he flips the script again.

“Just wondering what the Chevalier wants my help for.” It’s not far from the truth. “He’s been trying to get me on his team since we first met, but I still don’t quite get what use I am to him.” 

The fact I’m the reason Gaspar volunteered to be his first human subject was more coincidental than planned.

“He wants your ghost connections,” Gaspar mutters.

There’s that. “I thought he was familiar with other ghost whisperers.” One of whom is now dead, having sacrificed herself to take vengeance on the organisation that betrayed her.

“Other ghost whisperers aren’t you.” 

For the first time, Gaspar’s gaze meets mine. There’s a softness in his eyes that hints to the boy he was. The moment is far too short, and he looks away quickly, picking at the stone wall he can’t touch. “He’s still after the Places of Power. The Panthéon is one of them.”

His answer makes my skin crawl. “The Panthéon won’t deal with him.”

“Maybe they should.”

I’m not quite sure if he means they should join his endeavour or keep him in check. While they came down to the catacombs for the Chevalier’s presentation, they weren’t big fans, and so far, none have asked me to put in a good word for them to get them on the reanimation wait list—not even Voltaire. Though he might if I don’t agree to becoming his mouthpiece soon.

All conversation cedes as I crawl through a low tunnel, forcing me to my knees. The stone under my fingers is slick but there’s no standing water, which is a plus. Headlamp pointed in front, I climb through the cramped space until the tunnel ends abruptly. This is the worst part of the trip, squeezing through a tight window barely big enough for a grown man. Luckily, I’m not as bulky as Sébastien, so it’s more an awkward climb than true obstacle. It helps that the window leads through a fairly thin section that allows me to stick my head through while my feet are still on the ground on the other side. I wonder how the Chevalier got his equipment through here, but then again, there are probably other longer paths leading to the ruins.

I make it through, dropping my bag at my feet to wipe the sweat from my forehead after the strenuous crawl. The ruins of Lutetia are just ahead of us.

“Do you think we should discuss a plan of attack or something? Just to make sure we’re prepared if the Chevalier propositions something we don’t agree with.” The last thing I want is to have my hand forced again.

There’s no answer from the dark behind me.

“Gaspar?”

I peer through the window but I can’t make out any movement. Not that he needs to squeeze through anymore. If he wanted, Gaspar could simply step through a wall, but he’s not on this side either. 

“Gaspar?”

Panic flares as I realise I’m alone. Did he abandon me? If so, why? A cold shudder creeps down my spine, as if I’m being watched from the darkness. My throat tightens and my breathing quickens. For a moment, I’m tempted to summon him to my side, practically demanding his presence, but the thought of him refusing the call is too much to bear. I’d rather not find out where I stand with him. Not here. Not like this.

Resolutely, I turn away from the window and stride towards the lab hidden in the crumbling ruins of Lutetia. It’s not the first time I’ve dealt with the Chevalier on my own. I’ve done it before, and I can do it again. We’re allies, after all. And unlike Gaspar, he’s never hurt me before.

The Chevalier awaits me in his lab, which he must’ve tidied. Gone are the boxes of reanimated animals and heaps of bones. Instead, the tables are covered with maps and notes. I catch sight of a diagram of a naked human man and some symbols in a language I can’t make out, but before I can take a closer look, the Chevalier clears the table to make space.

“Thanks for coming.”

“It’s not like I had a lot of choice.”

He cocks an eyebrow. “You’re unhappy with our arrangement?”

Maybe I’m being unfair. Yes, I’m not a huge fan of the Chevalier’s experiments and what he’s done to Gaspar, but it wasn’t his intention. He just wanted to help in whatever dubious capacity he could—and advance his research while he was at it. But most importantly, he did help bring GoPol down, and we had a deal. A deal I was happy taking. It’s only now we’re actually at the point of fulfilment I’ve got a funny feeling in my stomach I can’t quite shake.

I try to be more diplomatic. “I’m still not sure what my role is in all this. You said you wanted my ‘way with ghosts’. Am I supposed to convince people to sign up for your next trial or…” 

Could I do that? Advertise this supposed miracle solution to death? Convince ghosts to potentially sign their soul away for a shot at a second life?

The Chevalier chuckles. “I can assure you there’s no shortage of ghosts lining up. I’m not ready, though.” He leans against the table and crosses his arms, his forehead wrinkling in concentration. “I’ve done some thinking. A lot of it, actually.”

I bite down on the sigh of relief.

“Last time, I told you I needed you to be my good conscience, and ever since we parted, I’ve been thinking about the ethics of my project. Or maybe the intended scope of it.”

Okay, he’s got my ear. Curious, I wait for him to continue.

“I can’t just go out and revive every ghost who asks, can I? While tempting, it would create way more chaos than we’re equipped to handle. Never mind that not every dead person should be revived.” He throws me a meaningful glance, as if there’s someone in particular we don’t want to revive.

Now that I’m thinking about it, there are a couple I’d rather not meet in the flesh. Like Jacques de Molay or Margot Villeneuf.

“Then again, there are people you want to bring back. Lost lovers, sure, but also the innocents.” He gives me a pointed glance. “That three-year-old who drowned in the Seine, for example.”

“I survived.” And Petite Alix is not one who can be brought back.

“I know. You’re the lucky one.”

He doesn’t have to tell me so many others weren’t as lucky. How many ghost children do I see running in Père Lachaise? How many ghost babies cry? The other ghosts do their best to take care of them, but behind each of these children is a family suffering from unimaginable heartbreak.

My throat tightens at the thought. “You want to bring dead children back?”

“Not now,” the Chevalier says with a heavy sigh. “But it’s a possibility.”

The way he says it makes me wonder if this might be more personal to him than I’d previously thought. Until now, I was convinced it was the research aspect of it that motivated him, a unique interest in the world of the dead. But what really set him on this path? What loss has he suffered that keeps him up at night?

He shakes his head as if surfacing from deep thought and stands again. “Let’s shelve reanimation for now. There’s no point in agonising over the ethics until we have proper safeguards in place.”

No one wants little psychotic zombie children. “So, if we’re not working on this, what are we working on?”

The Chevalier throws me a wan smile and turns to the table. “This.”

His fingers are splayed across a map I recognise as the elusive map of the catacombs no one’s supposed to have. It’s much like the piece I was once given. The corridors and rooms of the catacombs are clearly delineated, with the major arteries of the city above drawn in faint silvery lines. A bunch of symbols indicate blockages and flooding and other notable characteristics of the mapped areas. Notes are scribbled all across it.

The Chevalier taps on an area circled in purple—the Boutique of Psychosis.

“The Places of Power?” I ask, in a small voice. Once he’s pointed out one, I notice several similarly marked places, among them the very place we’re standing in.

“Exactly.”

I still don’t quite understand their significance. “Why do you need to control them?”

He clicks his tongue. “I’m not looking for control. It’s access I want.” He taps the Panthéon. “I can’t set foot in here, for example, never mind conduct my experiments.”

The uneasy feeling in my stomach is back. I know I promised to help him, but these are my friends. They trust me.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you to put in a good word for me. The Panthéon is full of men—and women—who are far more knowledgeable than me. They will make an informed decision when the time is right. I’m sure of it.”

I don’t want to burst his bubble, so I keep my mouth shut.

“I’d like to work with you on some of the other communities. I’ve covered most of the places in the catacombs, but there are a few upstairs almost as exclusive as the Panthéon.”

“So, you want me to peddle your services or…?”

The Chevalier laughs. “On the contrary. I’d like you to visit them, get a feel for the ghosts occupying the room, and let me know your assessment. I want to build connections between the living and the dead, and I want you to be the bridge. Just as you did with the Panthéon and Père Lachaise. The opera.” He smiles warmly at me. “Before those government idiots swoop in and enforce some sanitised version that barely takes the ghosts’ needs into account. Do you think that’s something you’d enjoy?”

“As long as I don’t have to talk them into reanimation.” 

Some of the places on his maps I recognise as historical sites that must be full of interesting people. Notre-Dame is one of them. Try as I might, I can’t see anything wrong with making the acquaintance of other ghost communities. Maybe this is something Gaspar can help me with since he…

…just abandoned me.

“No,” the Chevalier assures, “that’s not on the table. For now, at least.” He hands me a folded-up map. “I made a copy for you, highlighting those communities.”

I steal a peek at it. While I’m sure it’s not an exact copy with all the details from the one in front of me, it’s still a map of the catacombs, and thus extremely valuable. And slightly illegal to possess. Since I don’t need it to find the way back, I stow it in my backpack and get ready to leave.

The Chevalier accompanies me to the trap door and holds it open. “Oh, one more thing.”

“What is it?”

“I haven’t forgotten our earlier conversation about separating whisper ghosts from their ghost whisperers.”

At first, I stare at him. What’s he on about? Who wants to be separated from their whisper ghost? But then the wording unravels in front of me, and I realise it’s not about getting rid of whisper ghosts. This is about Dix separating from Sébastien. A favour he once asked, and that I’ve since forgotten to follow up on.

The Chevalier gives an encouraging nod. “I think I’ve found a way.”








  
  
Chapter 3




I’m barely through the door when Gaspar jumps out in front of me, hands folded in front of his face and eyes begging without a word from his lips. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” 

Not quite sure what to make of this onslaught, I slide off my backpack and slip out of my shoes, trying to work out what to say to him. I’m mad he left me to face the Chevalier alone. It wasn’t too bad in the end, but I could’ve used the support. Worse than that, though, is the way he left without a word or warning. Do I call him out on that? Vent my anger? Or do I let it slide because no harm was done in the end? Or was there?

“I didn’t want to leave you like that,” Gaspar says, interrupting his litany of apologies.

“Then why did you?” Oops. I guess confrontation it is.

Gaspar flinches as if I slapped him across the face. I immediately wish I could take the words back, let him apologise, and lock all that pain and uncertainty away where it can’t hurt either of us.

He takes a moment to gather his thoughts, and I half expect him to play it off and slink away. Instead, he squares his jaw. “I couldn’t go back to that place. I thought I could, that it wouldn’t be such a big deal, but the closer we got, the more I thought about what happened. Of all the time I spent there. Dead, alive… half-dead,” he adds, so softly I can barely make out the words.

At first, Gaspar wasn’t very open about the process that brought him back to life. Then, during one of his bad phases, he flung it all at me like a weapon: lying on the cold table, feeling your bones reset, your flesh regrow, waiting for the skin to cover it all and bring you bliss at last. From what he’d told me, it was a particularly gruesome and harrowing experience. It might well be the reason he was driven mad.

“I know it’s no excuse. I was supposed to support you.”

“Gaspar…” I raise my hand but can’t quite bring myself to reach out to him.

He knows—the way his gaze flicks to my fingers, then my face, and the pain that brings out the lines around his eyes are evidence enough. “No, I failed you. Again.”

“It was alright. The meeting wasn’t as bad as I thought,” I say, quickly, trying to defuse the situation. “The Chevalier didn’t force me to do anything outrageous. He doesn’t even want to bring back the dead anymore.” Even if it’s only temporary while he refines his method. “It was actually quite nice.”

“So, you’re saying you didn’t need me?”

Why do I feel like I’ve just walked into a trap? If I keep assuring him I was fine, will that settle him down or offend him? If I change course, will it assure him or add to the agony? Will he further descend into misery or will he turn the pain outside and lash out at me?

There’s the sound of the key in the door behind me, and I almost sigh with relief. 

Dix steps straight into the apartment, and a moment later, the door opens and Sébastien follows, pausing when he sees the two of us standing in the hallway. “Everything okay?”

“I messed up,” Gaspar says before I have a chance to gain control of the situation.

Sébastien frowns, closing the door behind him. “How?” His voice is guarded, as if he’s holding back judgement until he’s gathered more information.

“It’s not that big of a deal,” I blurt out. “My meeting went fine. I didn’t even need Gaspar.”

“Exactly,” he says, swallowing.

My head whips around as the trap snaps shut. “What?”

“I’m afraid I need a little bit more context,” Sébastien says, his voice blissfully calm.

Dix decides he’d rather not get involved in our drama and silently slips into my room.

Gaspar sighs heavily. “I bailed on her. When it mattered most, I couldn’t be there for her.”

The protest sits on my tongue, but everything I say will only tighten the trap, so I bite my lip and wait for the next blow.

“This isn’t working anymore,” Gaspar says, his eyes on me now. “I’m sorry, Alix. You know I love you—will always love you for as long as I exist—but you deserve more than forcing yourself to endure me just because of who I once was to you.”

“What are you talking about?”

His face is pure misery. “The things I’ve done to you can’t be undone. I failed you and I’ll continue to fail you. I’d stick around if I thought you really needed me, but you don’t. You’re much stronger than I ever was and if you need help at all, you’ve got Séb.”

“Gaspar…” Sébastien says carefully, his voice fraught with emotion.

Gaspar shakes his head, looking at him. “I know you love her. And she loves you. As long as I’m here, I’ll just be in the way and—”

“I love both of you!” I shout, exasperated, only to immediately clamp my hands over my mouth. While I’ve slowly come to terms with the fact I have feelings for both, I’ve only ever told Sébastien. And that was when I’d sort of given up on Gaspar.

My face heats up as Gaspar’s eyes widen, and I feel Sébastien’s gaze burning into the back of my head. I force myself to take slow, deep breaths, trying to quiet the heart hammering in my chest. Come on, Alix, you can do this.

“I meant it when I said there’s always a place for you here,” I say, ignoring the pinprick of heat in my cheeks. “I never stopped loving you, and I’m convinced we’ll work it out. Eventually. But I’ve also fallen in love with Sébastien.” Gosh, I can’t even look at him. “I know it doesn’t make much sense, but I love both of you. And I need both of you. And if that’s not something you feel comfortable with, I totally understand, but I can’t make this decision.”

I know Gaspar’s going to leave. He’ll make the decision for me and abandon me tonight. This isn’t what he signed up for, none of it. Sébastien will probably stick around, but not necessarily because he’s cool with it. He’s always been so respectful of my feelings for Gaspar, but I know he wants more. It’s trauma which tells him he only deserves the bare minimum.

Gaspar looks past my shoulder at Sébastien, slightly cocking his head. I finally dare steal a glance at my stalwart agent. He’s wearing a dress-shirt instead of his usual uniform. These days, he’s spending more time in meetings than in the field.

The two have some sort of silent conversation, so I lean my back against the wall, watching them while I wait for the final verdict.

At last, Sébastien breaks away and faces me. “We love you, too.”

Since when did he start speaking for both of them? I glance at Gaspar, who gives a helpless little shrug.

“There’s no question about it, really.” Sébastien’s voice gains confidence. “You know I’ve never truly been in a relationship before. Much less with two people.”

Wait. Is he for real?

“This is all new to me and there’s a lot going on.”

“I don’t think I’m in the right headspace for a relationship,” Gaspar adds, for once not sounding quite as miserable as before. “With anyone. Obviously, I’d love to go back to the way we were, and I don’t mind sharing, but I think I need to sort myself out first.”

Sébastien nods. “Yes, we’ve got a lot to figure out before we can explore this, I think. But I want to,” he adds quickly. “Once things settle down a bit.”

Did they just agree to this but let me down easy at the same time? I don’t quite know what to do with this development. What they say is sensible, of course. We’re in no space to enter a relationship yet. There’s so much Gaspar and I have to face and work through, but for the first time since he came back, I feel a sense of hope. I’m grateful for Sébastien, who’s holding us together even when we’re so fractured we can’t help but fall apart. I want to kiss him for that, but I’ve just been told that that’s out of the question. Not because I can’t decide with whom I want to be, but because each of us needs space. Something that’s in short supply in this apartment, as big as it is by Parisian standards.

“Okay,” I say, not quite succeeding in hiding the pain of rejection in my voice. “Um, I guess… that’s settled then.” Searching Gaspar’s eyes, I try to pack a bit more steel in my voice. “I’m not mad at you for today.” Not anymore. “And I need you. But if you have to take some time away, I…” 

Tears form in my eyes. Despite me wanting to tell him it’ll be okay, I can’t quite get the words out.

“I won’t go anywhere,” he says softly. “But if you ever feel like you’ve had enough of me…”

“She won’t,” Sébastien says, a little more forcefully than either of us. “Now, can we please leave the hallway and sort out dinner? Maybe we’ll eat on the couch today.” He pins Gaspar against the wall with a stare. “You too, whether you consume food or not.”

Gaspar’s lips quirk up. “Yes, sir.”

There’s even a little chuckle as he walks towards the living room. Sébastien takes off his shoes and makes to follow him, only to stop and look at me. “You coming?”

An escaped tear runs down my cheek. I quickly wipe it away and nod. “I’ll take a moment to put my things away and freshen up, if that’s okay.”

His face softens. “Of course.” He turns away, then pauses again. “You didn’t lie about the meeting? It went alright?”

“Yeah, it was surprisingly good.”

Sébastien gives me one last smile and heads towards the kitchen. I rush into my room, only to find Dix sitting there with Malou and Squishy on his lap. He’s gotten pretty good at opening their cages.

“Do you want me to leave?” he asks, sheepishly.

Instead of answering, I sit opposite him, cross my legs, and pick Malou out of his lap. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

“If this is about your two lover boys—”

I slap his arm and he grins, immediately taking some of the edge off. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to force girl talk on you. Gaby’s much better at it.”

Dix bares his teeth as if daring me to try him, but thinks better of it at the last minute. “What’s it about?”

“Do you remember the favour you asked for?”

“I asked a favour?”

So much has changed since he originally asked. “You asked me to find out if whisperers and whisper ghosts could be separated. So you could get out of GoPol.”

The grin slips off his face and his body goes rigid. “GoPol’s changing. I mean, Papa’s gone and… I kind of like being an agent. I mean, what else is there?”

A lot, I want to answer. The thing is neither Dix nor Sébastien ever had the chance to find out if there was anything else out there for them. Sébastien’s made his choice, taking up this new role in GoPol and taking control rather than turning his back on them, but Dix is still tied to him. He was never asked if he was okay with it because he doesn’t have a choice.

“‘Kind of’ doesn’t sound so great.”

Dix shrugs. “It has its fun sides. Not at the moment. At the moment, it’s boring as heck. Just meeting after meeting.” He rolls his eyes, making me snort. “It’s okay, Alix. I don’t need the favour anymore.”

In a way, that’s true. The GoPol he wanted to leave so desperately no longer exists and things are looking up. It might not be a priority right now, but the whisper ghosts might well get a voice soon, an option to be their own person rather than a tool at their agents’ disposal. His relationship with Sébastien has also improved since they both rejected their father. Things are definitely looking up, but it’s still a far way from being truly independent.

“It’s just that Romain has found a way to split you. All he needs is a bone, or even just a splinter of bone from Sébastien. I mean, it’s a complex ritual, I’m sure.” I blurt out the information without giving Dix a chance to respond. “The way he described it, your soul is bound to Sébastien’s body, but by using a bone, he can basically pull that soul away and give you your own very tiny body. It would have to be kept safe, of course, or buried or… Anyway, you’d be two different entities coming from the same origin.” Once I’ve exhausted my words, I take a deep breath, nervously awaiting his reaction.

Dix looks a bit flabbergasted. I can see him digesting the words one by one. He blinks. “Wouldn’t I be bound to the bone’s location?”

“You’re still a whisper ghost. For as long as Sébastien lives, I assume the connection won’t be completely broken.”

“And after he dies?” Dix asks, voice tense.

“You’d lose your whisper ghost powers, but you’d still be around.” To be honest, it’s the only reason I find any merit in the idea.

Dix swallows heavily. “I see.”

I wait a moment, but when he doesn’t continue, I nudge him gently. “Do you still want to pursue the favour?”

His face twitches. Gone is the joyful mask he puts on so often, and I catch a rare glimpse at the complex feelings underlying his signature grin. He wants this… and he also doesn’t. Whether out of fear, lack of trust, or emotional connection, the latter wins. “Can you imagine me leaving that idiot to himself?”

I sigh. The mask is back on. “Dix…”

He flashes me a quick smile. “It’s alright. I told you: things have changed. I’m okay with the way we are. Really.”

“You don’t have to decide now. The offer won’t go away any time soon.”

But before I can say anything else, we’re interrupted by my phone buzzing three times in quick succession, then ringing. I pull it out and catch a quick glimpse of three all-caps messages before I hit the button that allows me to accept Gaby’s call. “I NEED YOU!” is the one on top.

“Wha—?”

“Oh, thank god,” Gaby blurts out before the word is fully out of my mouth. She sounds panicky, maybe even close to tears. “I’m at the hospital.”

“The hospital? Are you okay? Is Marie okay?” I jump up, nearly dropping Malou, who scampers off quickly, hissing.

“Yes, yes, we’re okay, but… Alix…” She’s definitely bursting into tears now. “It’s my brother.”
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