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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 at www.janna-ruth.com/newsletter and grab the prequel for free
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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 Empire is the penultimate book of the Parisian Ghosts series and things are heating up. That also means a lot of dark secrets are coming out. With resurrections going rampant, there’s plenty of dark magic, using bones and blood in copious amounts.

An old fiend will return and bring back horrible visions of characters’ individual deaths by drowning, car accident, and electrocution.

A battle will be fought with salt violence, shredding a ghost’s identity, head bashing, and sword slashing. None of it’s too graphic, though your imagination may run wild.

One character will reveal a tragic backstory of child abuse in moderate detail, including a near-death experience, a failing justice system, and the mention of suicide. The character still reacts to the trauma they experienced, though no physical child abuse will happen on page.

When we start, we’re still dealing with the loss of Olivier, and the grief and guilt associated for Gaby and Alix.

Lastly, the language can get a bit rough when tempers rise.

Happy to tag along? Then join Alix on this new ghostly adventure as she faces the Chevalier and Napoleon and all the fresh horrors they bring.

.

Love,

Janna
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Chapter 1




“I still can’t believe he’s gone.” 

Birds sing outside my window, their song ringing out over the constant buzz of motorists on nearby streets. Sunlight filters through the gaps in the closed curtains, desperate to creep in and fill the room with warmth. It seems wrong the world outside should be so gloriously summery when it’s so dark and cold inside us.

Gaby cuddles deeper into my armpit, cradling a sleeping Malou in her hands. She’s barely left the room since her brother met a sudden and violent death of his own making.

I still shudder thinking about it. The desperation in his voice, the terror in his eyes, knowing he was about to suffer the same fate as the king he’d so recklessly bonded himself to. I’d hoped to save him, that if we could’ve just calmed Olivier down, he’d recover and survive the abrupt separation. But his heart was under too much strain, and he passed in the hospital where it all started for him.

My first ghost whisperer mentee was a complete and utter failure, and I can’t help think I’m the one to blame. If only I’d dedicated more time to the living Olivier, instead of solely focusing on his whisper ghost. Then again, it was the whisper ghost who let himself be tempted by the Chevalier’s fancy promises, not knowing it’d spell the end for him.

As my mind scratches at the Chevalier’s name, I feel a wave of anger surging through my body. He promised to meet me halfway, to be more ethical about his choices—heck, he even promised to stall resurrections altogether unless he could figure out how to do them safely. And then he turned around, cut off Ollie, and tied Olivier’s life to King Louis XVI so they’d perish or live together. What kind of improvement is that supposed to be?

Gaby sniffles and I put an arm around her, pressing her closer to me, while I whisper sweet comfort into her hair. Nothing will take this pain away. Her brother is gone, and while his ghost is still out there, he’s left a world in which they both can be.

The doorbell rings and I sigh. Sébastien and Dix are at work and will be for the better part of the day. Their days have been even more packed since the Chevalier stole the royal bones before coming for freaking Napoleon. I can’t imagine how mad the new headquarters must be as GoPol fumbles to get the situation under control.

“You stay here,” I tell Gaby, before extracting myself from the bed. My bones ache from lying for so long and I feel a little guilty at much I relish this chance to stretch.

The doorbell rings again and I speed up the process, stepping into the hallway. Just then, Gaspar walks through the closed door. Our gazes meet and he winces. “It’s Séb’s boss, the Bézier guy.”

I sigh. My track record with GoPol agents, or in this case Interpol agents, isn’t great. This isn’t the first time Thomas Bézier has sprung an unwanted visit on me, either. I’d like to think he’s here for Sébastien but that’s highly unlikely, given that the GoPol offices should’ve been his first stop if he was looking for my boyfriend.

“I’ll inform Séb,” Gaspar says, vanishing through the door as I let the Interpol agent up.

Maybe I should’ve pretended to be out, but in my experience, that’ll just prolong the inevitable. Still, I can’t help but hug myself as I hear his heavy steps on the staircase. Soon his close-cropped curls come into sight. He looks up and gives me the faintest smile.

“Bonjour, Mademoiselle Dubois.”

“Bonjour.”

He reaches the top, his judgemental gaze taking in the creased clothes I threw on sometime in the morning before climbing back into bed with Gaby. “I hope I haven’t rung you out of bed,” he says with a frown. Apparently, it’s unacceptable to still be in bed after noon.

“What brings you here?” I ask, not exactly welcoming.

“I was hoping we could talk. Things have been crazy over at GoPol so I couldn’t follow up with you until now, but I believe a chat is in order.” His tone makes it clear he’s not to be refused.

While I’d love nothing more than to shut the door into his face, I push it open instead. “Would you like a coffee?” Because I definitely can’t do this without caffeine in my veins.

“I’d love one.” 

He follows me into the living room. I offer him a seat at the dining table while I go put on some coffee. As I watch him glancing around through the small window connecting the kitchen and living room, I’m kind of glad Sébastien has such a spartan, impersonal style. The apartment has changed a little since I moved in—most of the stuff lying around is mine—but we haven’t really had time to redecorate yet. If Bézier’s looking for photo clues or guilty pleasure hints, he’ll come up short.

The smell of coffee fills the kitchen and it’s time for me to face the music. I set a cup in front of him and hug my own as I take a seat. “How can I be of help?”

“Jumping straight in, huh? I appreciate it.”

I just want to be done with it.

Bézier takes out a sleek little notebook. “Why don’t we start with what truly happened at Versailles?”

“Didn’t Séb tell you?”

“I’d like to hear it from you. As I understand it, you’re always at the heart of every ghost hubbub, and his account is limited due to his unfortunate fall.”

A cold shower still washes over me whenever I think of the moment Sébastien was dragged through a window and fell three stories deep onto the gravel ground. He was lucky he got away with a broken arm and cracked ribs, because for a moment, I’d thought I’d lost him.

“May I ask what the purpose of this is? Am I in trouble or something?” It would be so like GoPol to blame it all on me.

“I guess that depends on what you tell me.” Bézier’s eyes soften. “But right now I’m just trying to understand the situation a little better. You were working with King Louis for the event?”

This is where we’re start off? “No! I’d never even talked to Louis beforehand. The exhibition was about the royal women, not the men.”

“I see. But he’s Marie Antoinette’s husband, isn’t he? So, I’d assume she’d bring him to a big event like this.”

“She’s the one who killed him.” And I had to watch as the queens doled out their punishment after Louis’ betrayal.

Bézier’s eyes widen. “Tell me more.”

But before I can launch into my reluctant tale, the door to the living room slams open, and Gaby storms in, still in her pyjamas. “It wasn’t Alix’s fault!”

“Gaby—”

“My idiot brother is to blame for the mess at Versailles. He was the one who went to the Chevalier, who gambled his ghost and his life away, and who did something so horrendously stupid as to bond with Louis XVI! I mean of all the kings—him?”

Bézier turns to her with interest. “Gabrielle Lemel, right?”

“Gaby, it’s okay. I’ve got this.”

But Gaby isn’t ready to let this go. “You lot always love to point the finger at Alix and blame her for everything that’s wrong in the world, when she’s just a woman trying to help the ghosts only she can see.”

“I’m pretty sure GoPol—”

“GoPol doesn’t do shit for ghosts. All they care about is using them for their spy work or ruining every independent whisperer’s life.”

My back goes rigid at her bluntness. “Gaby, please.”

“No, Alix! I’m sick of you catching stray bullets from every side. No one cares for the ghosts like you. You’re the only one they can turn to with their problems and issues, and you deserve a bloody medal for it, not to be cornered in your own home.”

“So, you’d say she’d put ghosts’ needs in front of the needs of the living?” Bézier asks, his voice giving me chills.

“A hundred per cent!” Gaby says with unbridled passion.

I wince, too late to stop her. As much as I appreciate her defence, I’m not sure it’s helping.

Bézier turns to me. “So, which side are you on, Mademoiselle Dubois? Ours? Or the ghosts’?”

My eyes bulge at his conclusion. “I wasn’t aware there were sides.”

His eyebrows crawl up. “Really? The GoPol headquarters are attacked by a ghost after another manages to build an invisible machine that can warp reality? The whole building was levelled—sinkhole, my ass. And then mere weeks later, ghosts come back to life, trying to subjugate the living and take their bloody revenge for something that happened over two hundred years ago.”

“One ghost.”

“You think it’s going to stop at one ghost when the bones of Napoleon are missing from his grave, the great emperor of France, conqueror of Europe? You think he and every other ghost saw King Louis’ failure and decided it wasn’t worth it?”

So far, that seems to be exactly what Napoleon is doing. At least, I haven’t heard rumours of a revived emperor yet. Louis was brought back within hours of his bones being stolen, but Napoleon’s vanished as thoroughly as his bones.

“And what about your friends at the Panthéon? Don’t they want to come back and regal us with their superiority? Wouldn’t you help them? You know, if they’re asking nicely?”

I’m too stunned by his accusations to react properly.

Gaby has no such inhibitions. “That’s not what Alix does. Yes, of course, she helps ghosts, but not blindly and not every request. We’re talking about proper care for their resting places or that one time we drove to the Dordogne to find Josephine Baker’s stolen war medals. The curator hadn’t even noticed they’d been replaced by fakes and would’ve done nothing. That’s why we need people like Alix, who keep an open mind and listen.”

Too much information, I think. She’s giving Bézier way too much detail.

“Or that one time she risked her life in the catacombs to retrieve a ghost’s dead body to uncover a crime that would’ve been lost to the darkness, the ghost forever suffering from the injustice.”

I’m almost grateful she’s leaving out the fact the ghost tricked me with this request, letting me believe I was only going after some sentimental bauble, not her whole-ass body after she’d been murdered.

“Gaby, would you like some coffee?” I ask in a terse voice, all but dragging her with me before she can run her mouth some more.

Clattering the dishes extra loudly, I hiss, “What are you doing?”

“I told you—I’m tired of you and everybody else blaming you for everything that goes wrong in the ghost world when you’re just trying to help.”

I can’t help but notice how different her reaction is from my sister’s Hélène. When I was indirectly involved with her fiancé’s death, she blamed me for dragging him into my world—ignoring the fact he’d wanted to join that world for longer than any of us even knew him. Meanwhile, Gaby, who has every reason to be mad at me for failing her brother as he navigated his new existence as a whisperer, won’t let me go anywhere near the guilt calling out to me.

“And I’m grateful for it, but you’re painting me as a ghosts-first radical.”

“A ghosts advocate,” Gaby corrects, adamantly. “You want ghosts to be acknowledged, valued, and respected. We both know you wouldn’t stand for anything harmful.”

“We do, but he doesn’t.” I pour her a cup of coffee, though my fingers are shaking. It’s happening all over again. Just like Charles Roubert, Bézier’s going to hold me responsible for every ghost activity and roadblock in GoPol’s way. “Just… tone it down a little. He doesn’t need to know how far I’m willing to go to help ghosts.”

If you looked too closely at all the times I’ve helped ghosts, you’d find a multitude of transgressions and rule breaking I was willing to commit in order to help, starting from sneaking into my workplace outside opening hours, to full on grave-digging to return missing bones and the likes. Never mind all my excursions into the off-limits part of the catacombs.

I think the rules don’t really apply when you consider my special ability and unique nature of the requests—I’ve always broken them for good reason—but let’s be honest here, that wouldn’t hold up in court.

Gaby crosses her arms, looking at me coolly. “You deserve better, Alix, and it’s high time these law enforcers accepted that.”

I sigh. Looks like there’s no reasoning with Gaby today. She’s lost her brother and now she’s willing to burn down the world; anything to ease the pain and make his death a little less meaningless. “Let’s get this over with.”

We return to the living room, where Bézier’s writing into his notebook. He looks up, acknowledging the alibi cup, and asks, “Ready to continue?”

“What do you want?” I ask, still sore from my talk with Gaby.

“What do you know about Napoleon?”

“Nothing.” Okay, that’s far from the truth. “I mean, I’m a history student, so, obviously I know a lot about him, but I’ve never met his ghost, if that’s what you mean.”

Bézier raises his eyebrow. “Such a famous person? I would’ve assumed you’d be all over him.”

“Why? The Napoleonic Wars aren’t a special interest of mine and I doubt we have much in common. He’s not exactly known for being a big feminist who’s keen to pour his heart out to a woman.”

“Did he approach you about the resurrections?”

“She just said no,” Gaby barks. “Stop pinning this on her. Alix isn’t planning on taking over the world. She’s helped Émile Zola and Paul Cézanne to reconcile after a hundred years of strife, allowing their relationship to blossom, and she’s helped Abelard and Héloïse have a child after eight hundred years of yearning, which GoPol promptly tore for them, mindlessly destroying one of the greatest love stories in history. She’s not trying to cause trouble but ease suffering. Heck, the girl would jigsaw puzzle the skeletons in the catacombs if you’d let her.”

“I won’t,” I say quickly, throwing a firm glance at Gaby. “But if you wanted to neutralise some ghosts and alleviate suffering, you could start there. It’s really horrible how they’re being held in this world despite having already forgotten who they were—if you could see them, with their multiple limbs or headless bodies. It’d be much kinder to burn the bones and let them rest.”

Now Gaby’s passion has gotten to me, too. The ghosts of the catacombs are still heavy on my mind ever since I came face to face with their plight. I still haven’t figured out how to help them, but maybe this could be it. I just need to take a page out of the GoPol book and paint them as the threat Bézier so clearly craves.

But Bézier shakes his head. “We’re getting off-track here. I’m not worried about headless ghosts in the catacombs, but boneless ghosts in the hands of the Chevalier. What’s your relationship with the Chevalier d’Os? Or Romain Coullier?”

I’m saved from answering by the sound of the keys in the door. Before it even opens, Dix barges into the living room, quickly followed by Gaspar, both looking ready to throw down and seemingly perplexed to find us all having a nice cup of coffee.

Not too soon after, Sébastien arrives, still sporting a cast. “What’s the meaning of this?”

Bézier empties his cup, then levels a stare at me. “Did you send your whisper ghost to call him?”

“Petite Alix is a toddler.” Unlike the GoPol agents, I can rely on more than one ghost.

There’s a weird energy in the room as Sébastien waits for his answer and Bézier stews in annoyance at having his interrogation disrupted. The whole situation isn’t helped by Gaspar and Dix flanking me, as if there was anything they could do if this turned violent.

Gaby feels it, too, despite being as blind to the ghosts as Bézier. “I’m going to need more coffee.”

Bézier closes his little notebook and slips it into the pocket of his dress shirt. “There was no need to rush home from work, Roubert. Mademoiselle Dubois and I were just having a chat.”

“Don’t you think she’s faced enough abuse from the police already?” Someone’s not taking prisoners today.

Unfazed, Bézier stands. “I’m just doing my job. And if it turns out that Mademoiselle Dubois is at the core of all this recent ghost activity, we need to keep an eye on her. Clearly, your judgement is clouded in this case. Her intense focus on the needs of ghosts is worrying, especially as we’re still trying to understand how powerful this secret society of ghosts truly is.”

“You know there’s this thing against ignorance,” I say. “It’s called learning.”

Bézier snorts softly. “But are you the right person to teach us or are you just pushing your ghost agenda?”

“What ghost agenda?” Dix asks. “Doesn’t he realise there’s literally millions of ghosts in this city with very different ideas on how to spend their afterlife?”

“No,” I say to Dix, disregarding Bézier’s sensibilities about only hearing half the conversation. If he wants to keep an eye on me, he’d better get used to it. “Instead of accepting the fact ghosts are real people who just happen to be dead already, they’re being treated as a homogeneous entity, and as a threat. It’s typical for humans. Instead of trying to understand each other, we destroy each other.”

Dix rolls his eyes. “And here I thought we were finally moving forward.”

“We are,” Sébastien says, his voice still like steel. “Moving forward, that is,” he says for Bézier’s benefit. “Any potential threat will be investigated, but the goal isn’t to neutralise all ghost activity, but to benefit from each other. Wouldn’t you agree, Thomas?”

Bézier’s looking from Sébastien to me and into the general direction in which Dix waits. “And if Mademoiselle Alix turns out to be a threat?”

What have I ever done to GoPol? “To answer your earlier question: I detest what the Chevalier is doing with these resurrections. We are not the same.”

“Far from it,” Sébastien agrees.

“He’s in it for power, maybe revenge. I’m here for the ghosts.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Bézier’s surprise interrogation and something the Chevalier said earlier this year has gotten me thinking. Right now, ghost mania is still in full swing. It doesn’t completely overwhelm the news cycle anymore, but people still crave new information. GoPol’s clearly trying to paint the ghosts as a threat, something that needs to be controlled and held at bay. If I let them, nothing much will change. 

It’s time to give Voltaire what he wants.

Before my next ghost tour, I take the stairs up to Monsieur Passard’s office. and knock on the door. He looks up from his desk and takes off his glasses. “Alix, how may I help you? Or is it the ghosts who have a request?”

I can’t help but smile. He’s gotten on board admirably fast, and it just warms my heart to have someone who can’t even see ghosts appreciate them. “I was thinking.”

“Uh-uh.”

“The ghosts tours have been going so well I had an idea for our social media account.” He looks interested, so I feel emboldened. “What if I were to introduce our inhabitants. Have little interviews, regular Q&As, or even present some of their work?”

I see the wheels turning in Monsieur Passard’s mind. “That sounds like a lot of work.”

“My sister Odile is a bit of a social media expert. She runs two very successful accounts and would be delighted to help.”

“Unpaid?”

“Maybe we could budget a little bit for her?” I don’t want Odile to put all this work in without getting something out of it, especially when I haven’t even asked her yet.

He’s pulling up something on his screen and studies it for a minute. I wait patiently while he crunches the numbers. “Costs have gone up with the additional load on the conservator, but the tours are doing very well—we’re still booked for weeks. I’d assume interest would increase with the added social media. Too bad you’re still studying.”

“I’ve got summer break coming up. That’s two months, almost three, where I could do more shifts.” That reminds me I need to study for my exams.

“You want to work full-time over summer?” Monsieur Passard asks.

My heart skips a beat. “Are you offering me a full-time position?”

He grins. “Right now, you’re my top employee, Alix; I don’t need a degree from you. Any chance I can convince you to make this a permanent position?”

My head’s swimming, and I really have to fight off the grin this time. I’ve just been offered a well-paid, permanent, full-time position in my favourite workplace—to work with ghosts! But if I’ve learnt anything these last few months, it’s how quickly things can change. The interest in ghosts could wane. Other ghost whisperers could go public and create competition. I might have other opportunities, or not, if I don’t have a full degree. The situation is far too new to risk my career on it.

“Let’s do the summer first. Maybe we can work something out with the Sorbonne after that.”

“Sounds good. Well, I’ll make a draft for what your summer position could look like. I reckon you’ll want some time off to actually enjoy summer…”

“Yes, please.” Now he’s said it, I wonder if Sébastien, Gaspar, and I could go away. Somewhere warm and sunny—and full of ghosts.

Monsieur Passard nods with a twinkle in his eyes. He knows there are limits to how much I can do. Even if I detest them at the moment. “And yes, to the social media content. I’ll add you to the moderator list and loop in our social media manager. Let’s trial this for a few weeks before we fully commit. If the engagement numbers go up, I might have a summer job for your sister, as well.”

The grin is back—not that it ever truly left. “You’d better brace yourself. Odi has a lot of ideas.”

“Seems to run in your family.”


      [image: ]As soon as the ghost tour and all the guests have left, I tell my ghosts about my new master plan.

“Finally!” Voltaire exclaims, throwing his hands up and pacing. “I thought it was never going to happen.”

“Does that mean I get to share my thoughts and ideas with the living once more?” Jean-Jacques Rousseau asks, a painful note of hope in his voice.

Voltaire returns immediately. “Oh, please, no. The last thing the world needs are more of your idiotic ideas.”

“My ideas are idiotic? You’re the one behind the times—still harping on about enlightenment when the whole world shines bright.”

“You call this generation enlightened? These people who forget their own history and still struggle with the same concepts as they did when we were alive? Who value financial success, comfort, and vanity above science and fact?”

I roll my eyes and move to the writers’ crypt where I can’t hear the two of them fighting. There, I find Petite Alix on Alexandre Dumas’ knees, listening to what sounds like a story about hedgehog musketeers—the Malou crossover we’ve all needed. She immediately stretches out her arms to have a cuddle with me, and I indulge her. Though I’ve lived most of my ghost whispering life without her, I can’t imagine ever doing so again. We’d been separated long enough she feels less like a part of me and more like a baby sister.

“Did you bring Malou?” she asks.

“No, she’s off fighting Milady d’Escargot, isn’t she?”

Alexandre Dumas smiles. “Indeed. Do you think she’ll win this time?”

Petite Alix immediately returns to his knees, eyes shining. “Malou will get that evil snail this time!”

I turn to Victor with a smile, thinking if Bézier could only see this, he wouldn’t be so scared of ghosts. But there might be a good reason for his fear, and while I don’t plan on joining the GoPol efforts anytime soon, I should cover all my bases. “Can we talk about Napoleon?”

Victor sighs. “What’s there to talk about? He’s a short, little man with a god complex.”

“Yeah, maybe that’s exactly what we should talk about, considering he might be coming back to life soon.” I’m still amazed he hasn’t already. “What do you think he’ll do?”

Never one to miss trash-talking another ghost, Voltaire appears at my side. “Same as always. Try to take over the world.”

“Same as always? You mean when he was alive?”

Voltaire shakes his head. “He spends his eternity cooking up harebrained schemes, each more moronic than the one before. If Napoleon doesn’t plan on taking over the world once every decade, it wouldn’t be the afterlife.”

Surprised, I gape at him. “This is a regular thing?”

“Told you he’s got a god complex,” Victor says, not sounding particularly worried. “It’s only grown worse since they buried him in that fancy, giant tomb of his.”

“So, who stops him? How has nothing happened before?” I can’t believe everyone’s so nonchalant about it.

Voltaire snorts. “Mostly, the lack of an army.”

“That fancy, giant tomb isn’t just for decoration either,” Victor points out. “It was meant to keep him inside, severely restricting his ghost’s movements.”

“Well, he’s no longer inside.”

Voltaire waves me off. “It’s only superstition. Napoleon’s no more powerful than any other long-lasting ghost. Without an army, he’s just a little man dreaming of bigger things.”

“So, you’re not worried what he might do if he came to life?”

“Is his army alive, too?” Voltaire asks.

I shrug. “Maybe not the whole army, but I doubt the Chevalier will stop with one last resurrection.”

“Now that’s a man who worries me,” Victor says. “He’s ambitious and smart. A dangerous combination.”

“He’s about to have a strategic mastermind at his side.” Say what you will about Napoleon, the guy knew how to win wars.

“On paper, yes,” Victor concedes, “but what the Chevalier happens to forget is we ghosts are more than just our accomplishments. We’re still human, prone to mistakes.” It’s rare for him to show some real humility. “This alliance might not be as fruitful as the Chevalier hopes it’ll be. I can’t imagine Napoleon working for him—or even listening to anything he’s got to say. Like I said, we’re talking about a man with a god complex; two men with god complexes.”

I can see how that might be a recipe for disaster. It’s hard to imagine Napoleon submitting to the Chevalier or listening to reason, but it’s far from impossible. If someone knows how to rise through the ranks, it’s our former emperor. He didn’t come from nothing, but his origins are comparably humble and would’ve been unthinkable before the revolution blew the field wide open.

“The problem is we have no idea what the Chevalier is planning. Or Napoleon, for that matter.” I look over my shoulder, looking for one of the Napoleonic generals buried in the Panthéon. They’re all keeping to themselves these days. “We need information.”

“I’m telling you: it’s just one of his usual schemes.” Voltaire waves his hand in an affected manner. “They gather steam fast then fizzle out for lack of support. He can’t recreate the magic. It’s not his time.”

“What if it’s his time now?” 

I don’t want to sound paranoid but there’s definitely something going on. Louis XVI and Olivier may have been a test run, born out of opportunity, but the theft of Napoleon’s bones was long planned, and considering how Marie Antoinette simply demanded her bones back, the fact Napoleon hasn’t means he’s in on this plan. I bet that snivelling Mathieu, the Chevalier’s right-hand man, has been courting him while I was busy in St Denis.

Victor puts a hand on my shoulder, looking deep into my eyes. “Don’t worry, Alix. We’ve had almost two hundred years of his antics. It’ll be the same as every other time. The world isn’t in danger.”

Only it is. “What about Nostradamus’ prophecy?” I was told I’d bring chaos and destruction to France. Will that be by courtesy of Napoleon?

“That prophecy is nothing but superstition—” Victor starts.

“Something Napoleon might believe” Voltaire adds.

“But even if it were true,” Victor stresses for my benefit, “the prophecy mentioned you’d do that, not him. So, unless you’re planning on teaming up with Napoleon and conquering the world for yourself, I don’t see it happening.”

Neither teaming up with Napoleon nor conquering the world are on my bucket list, so I probably should stop worrying. If only someone would tell my brain to shut up and stop overthinking.

“Listen,” a new voice adds to the chorus—Jean Moulin, “if it makes you feel better, I could look into the matter, gather information, find out his plans.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “That would make me feel a lot better.” Nothing like having France’s best spy on the case.

He salutes me. “Consider it done.”

“Alright. Time for me to head home.” 

I give Victor a hug and then an even longer one to Petite Alix, promising to tell Malou to stop by once she’s back from her adventures in 17th century France. Pack-down goes fairly fast, since most of it was already done before I ran my tour, and soon I’m out on the stairs, breathing in the warm night air.

I’m about to unlock my bike when a shadow peels away from the fence and steps into the light. “I thought you’d never come out.”

Freezing, I stare at the woman in front of me, recognising her by her ginger curls. “Madame Humbert.” 

She’s a journalist, who snuck into one of my early tours to get the inside scoop on ghost mechanics. The Panthéon ghosts had to remove her to stop her from hounding me, but she turned up in Versailles at the night of the royal ball.

“Bonsoir, Mademoiselle Dubois. I was wondering if you had some time for me.”

I continue unlocking my bike as if she doesn’t faze me at all. For all I know, she’s just a stubborn journalist. I know the type; I grew up with one. “Not really. I’m on my way home.”

“How about tomorrow? We could meet at a café.”

I sigh. “For what?”

She smiles, slightly irritated. “For an exclusive interview about ghosts and ghost whisperers.”

“I don’t do interviews.” I yank my bike from the fence, not that it needed so much force, only to find my path blocked. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t care what the others say: you’re the real deal, the best source there is for the truth about ghosts. And I intend to be the one to uncover it.”

“My father has all the rights in that regard.”

Félice Humbert winces. “I’m, of course, familiar with your father, Mademoiselle Dubois. Great journalist. That exposé? Groundbreaking. But he’s your father first and a journalist second. His takes are biased. It shows in that exposé, which so deftly buried your actual role in ghost matters. I understand you value your privacy, but I think this could benefit us both.”

“I don’t think so.” To mark my words, I push the bike around her, swinging one leg over the seat.

“I know you’re in a relationship with a ghost.”

My movements come to a sudden stop. What did she just say? “That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?” she asks, sounding slightly amused. “For you, they’re just like every other person, aren’t they? It makes sense your dating pool would be twice as large. I don’t see a problem with it.” She hesitates slightly before plunging the dagger in. “But others might.”

Slowly, I turn around. “And I assume you’ve got irrefutable proof?”

She taps her phone and shows me a video. Sure enough, it’s me at Versailles, lying in Gaspar’s arms, seeking comfort after dealing with Olivier, before sending him to take care of Sébastien instead. And while only a ghost whisperer can see Gaspar, my movements and words give his presence away—or make me look like a crazy woman.

“Since you value your privacy so much—”

I won’t even let her finish. “Tomorrow morning, 8am, Chambelland. You’ve got half an hour before I have to go to class.”

Her face breaks into a wide grin. “I’ll be there eight sharp.”








  
  
Chapter 3




I’m still pissed about the whole thing when I roll into Chambelland the next morning. Félice is already there, occupying a table at the window. She’s positively beaming and waves as if we’re just two friends catching up. I give her the slightest smile of recognition, then turn away to order at the counter, not that I have to spell it out. Marie knows exactly what I’m getting.

“Have here or take away?” is the only question she needs.

With an eye-roll in Félice’s general direction, I say, “Have here. But I might need you to rescue me if this interview goes terribly wrong.”

Marie grins. “I’ve got you.”

I take my order and sit opposite Félice. Last night, I called my father to ask his advice, and he gave me a quick refresher of how to make a journalist happy while not telling them anything I wouldn’t want printed in the newspapers. He wasn’t too pleased with how Félice approached me, going as far as calling her unethical, but agreed the best way to deal with her would be to get it over and done with.

“Thank you for meeting me, Mademoiselle Dubois.” She’s all smiles this morning, looking positively excited. “Do you mind if I record our session? Just tell me if anything is off the record, but you probably know your way around interviews.”

“This is my first,” I remind her, “but yes, I do know the rules of recording.” The question is, does she? Ethically, she’s not allowed to use anything I’ve explicitly said was off the record, but the best way to avoid any surprises is to not say anything at all.

Félice grins. “Wonderful. Then let’s get started.” She puts a small recording device on the table and takes a sip from her coffee. “I’m so excited to speak to a real ghost whisperer. So, let me ask this first: when did you first realise you were able to see ghosts?”

I’m not going to go into my family history, so all I say is, “I could practically see them all my life. When I was younger, everyone assumed they were standard imaginary friends, so I guess I was about seven or eight when I realised mine weren’t like anybody else’s.”

“Did you always feel different because of it? I can imagine it’s quite a burden to see a whole host of people no one else can and—I don’t know. How did people react?”

Question two and we’re already fishing for deep-seated trauma. How do I answer this question without using my “no comment” card? “Well, I guess, I definitely didn’t have your usual childhood. While others went to the playground, I went to the cemetery.”

“You sought ghosts out?”

“They were more interesting.”

Félice laughs. “I bet. No, seriously. If I could see ghosts, I’d spend all my time with them, too. Was that how it was for you? Did you feel more comfortable around ghosts than the living?”

The answer is a big fat “Yes!” but I’m not sure I want that in the paper. “I guess the ghosts didn’t judge, because they knew they were ghosts and they could see the living, whereas for the living, I was basically talking to myself.”

The laughter fades away and I see concern enter her eyes. “I can only imagine how hard that must’ve been.” Damn, she’s good at this, using empathy to break down my walls. “Has that changed for you since the World Fair apparitions? I mean, I was on one of your ghost tours and you were so confident and comfortable.”

“Sure. It’s still early days, but I’m hopeful about where we’re headed. Being able to share my ghosts with the world has been a relief, but also a great joy. I think they still have so much to offer this world.” 

Papa mentioned the best way to deal with an interview would be to direct it to the topics you want to talk about. It can be a tug-of-war if the interviewer and interviewee want different things, or it can be a respectful open conversation that brings things to light naturally.

Félice leans forward, intrigued. “What would a world full of ghosts look like? What can we expect? What do you hope for?”

Hook, line, and sinker. “Oh, ghosts carry all kinds of potential. The important thing people need to realise is when we talk about ghosts, we aren’t referring to paranormal phenomena. These aren’t fragments of a life, evil poltergeists, or vengeful spirits: they’re human. In fact, they’re just like us. They’ve just already died. So, once you wrap your head around that, there’s a ton of possibilities. Just going by the ghosts who reside in the Panthéon, we’ve got Marie Curie, who’s been continuing her research, currently specialising in spectral radiometry, or Paul Langevin, who’s still obsessed with magnetism.” 

So obsessed, he rarely leaves his crypt.

“I know Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, and Émile Zola have a ton of books still waiting to be written. Hidden masterpieces, perhaps. And people like Jean-Jacques Rousseau are extremely interested in the meaning of the afterlife, and would love to share their ideas with living philosophers. If we can find a way to connect more humans with ghosts, we can advance science into the stratosphere. Just imagine, thousands of researchers, who can work around the clock, no longer require payment, and continue contributing.”

“Wouldn’t that put our living researchers out of their jobs? I mean, you’re making a valid point about ghosts being the better alternative.”

I’m speechless for a moment. That’s absolutely not the point I was making. “I’m talking about collaborations, not replacements. Science, like all fields, needs new voices and eyes as much as it needs experience and expertise.”

“But let’s be honest. If you were able to ‘employ’”—she uses her fingers for air quotes—“ghosts, saving you tons of money, why would you bother with the living equivalent?”

I’m completely baffled by the argument, and yet, there’s some truth to it. Idiotic humans that we are, we’d absolutely do such a thing. “Sounds to me like capitalism is the problem, not ghosts.”

“So, your dreamworld would be a socialist one then, where everyone just contributes to society from the goodness of their heart?”

That’d be exactly what the ghosts would do. I fail to see how that’s a bad thing. But I can already see the headline: Ghost whisperer’s delusional socialist dreams.

“Maybe it’ll be something new. We’ve never lived in a society where everyone was aware of ghosts. Sure, we can always assume the worst, but if I’ve learnt anything from history, it’s how adaptable humans are. This discovery falls in the same veins as the Industrial Revolution and other shifts in society. Things change—hopefully for the better—and we’ll develop new standards, new codes, a new way of living.”

“Such as…”

“One that’s connected to the past, showing ghosts respect and dignity, while using this concentrated boost in knowledge and thinkers to forge a path into the future. It’s hard to tell what the world is going to look like at this point.”

Félice nods understandingly, but there’s a little crease on her forehead. “But you’re certain the world will change?”

“How could it not?” With ghosts proven to stick around, I can’t see a future that continues to ignore their existence.

“It’s a bit scary, isn’t it?”

“Change often is.” I hope if she puts that in her article it comes across as a message of hope, not an inevitable fact everyone freaks out about. Like death itself.

Félice laughs nervously. “Well, you’ve certainly embraced the change with your ghost tours and that exciting ghost exhibition at Versailles… Speaking of Versailles, can you tell me what happened there? I know the official version is you hired an actor to impersonate Louis XVI, but that doesn’t seem in line with your usual work.”

“What do you mean?” I sip my coffee, which has already gone cold, watching her anxiously. Versailles was a giant mess, a sore topic with repercussions far beyond anything I could’ve imagined.

She leans back, oozing confidence. “Well, you put on this magnificent exhibition about the royal women, and I remember you telling us at one of your tours that the royals were being led by a Triad of Queens,”—curse my stupid mouth—“so, it doesn’t really make a lot of sense for you to hire a male actor to impersonate a king, and not just any king, but Louis XVI, who we got… well, rid of.”

So close. She’s too close to the truth. There’s no way I can tell her more than that. For one, because it’s so incredibly haunting, and second, because I signed a contract with the government not to pass on any detail of ongoing investigations or paint ghosts as something to be afraid of. Something I didn’t think I’d be in danger off until the three queens ruling St Denis proved me wrong.

It’s time for my get-out-of-jail-free card. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

Intrigued, she leans forward again. “Is that because a ghost asked you for privacy in the matter, or—”

“I signed an NDA,” I say, intending to stop her in her tracks.

“For whom?”

Raising an eyebrow, I don’t even deign her with an answer.

“Sorry.” Félice laughs. “You can’t fault a journalist for asking.” She checks her watch. “Not much time left, I’m afraid. So, let me ask one more thing: what’s going on with Napoleon?”

A chill creeps into my bones. Wouldn’t we all like to know? “You mean the disappearance of his bones?”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t know any more than you. Apparently, a group of people broke into Les Invalides the night of the ball and stole them.”

Félice is practically hanging off my lips, but she won’t learn much more than that. “For what purpose?”

I shrug. “Beats me.”

“You don’t know?” When I shake my head, she crosses her arms. “What does his ghost say? Is he worried?”

“I haven’t talked to his ghost. We’re not familiar.”

Now, she’s outright pouting. “Is that so?”

“I’m telling the truth. I’m not acquainted with Napoleon.”

“And the ghosts? I mean, you’re practically surrounded by his generals. Haven’t they said anything? Do ghosts gossip?”

“Oh, yes, very much so. But no, all I’ve heard from the ghosts is I shouldn’t worry about it.” I hope Bézier’s happy with this answer as I’m doing my very best to minimise the danger.

Félice is still pouting. “And you believe that?”

“I trust my ghosts, yes.” Quickly, I empty my cup and grab my untouched pain au chocolat. “But I’m afraid I have to run now. I expect you’ll send me the article for approval?” She should.

With a forced smile, she nods. “Of course. Thank you for your time, Mademoiselle Dubois. I wish I could pick your brain for longer. Maybe some other time? We could talk more about your personal relationships with ghosts.”

Forming a thin line with my mouth, I nod sharply. “Maybe.” I can’t believe she’s going to keep holding my relationship with Gaspar over me. “But I’ve got exams coming up and a demanding job going through lots of changes. It might be a while.”

“I understand.” The smile is almost genuine.

Relief washes over me as soon as I turn my back on her. It wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it might be, and hopefully she’ll portray me truthfully rather than build a narrative of anti-capitalistic, job-stealing ghosts. But after experiencing how GoPol twists my every word and I’m almost exclusively met with fear and suspicion, I don’t really have high hopes. And it annoys me that someone else gets to tell my story, painting it with their own biased brush. Never mind the ghosts’ stories.

“You got through that one well,” Marie says as she packs the pastry into a bag and pours another coffee to-go.

“I’m glad it’s over.”

“I bet.” Marie’s smile wavers, and suddenly, her eyes water.

Alarmed, I jump to the nearest conclusion. “Did something happen to Gaby?

“Oh, no.” She quickly shakes her head. “All considered, she’s doing amazing. I’m glad she’s got you. I mean, sure, I wish she’d lean a little more on me, but we’ve only been together for a half a year, and I didn’t even really know Olivier.”

“Neither did I,” I say softly. At least not before his near-fatal accident.

She sighs. “I just wish there was something I could do for her, something to make it all better.”

I reach over the counter and rub her arm. “Gaby’s going to come back from this. She’s strong, resilient. She just needs a little time away from the world.”

Marie smiles, but it’s the same sad smile she had after Gaspar’s death, when I thought she was the saddest barista I’d ever met. “I know. And she knows I’m here for her, right?”

“Absolutely.” And in case she forgot, I plan on telling Gaby that Marie asked about her.

The smile grows a little in strength. “Thank you.” She takes a deep breath. “We’ll all get through this.”

At least until the Chevalier unleashes Napoleon.







OEBPS/images/e1e359f6-69cc-4c86-b850-0fa88c3c8ee2.jpeg
PARISIAN GHOSTS 8!

GH®STS
EMPIRE

JANNA RUTH





OEBPS/images/44a0f568-92c8-4258-a37b-ab3f0b4c9cf2.png
J AN N AsSR U T H






OEBPS/images/49dbb26e-56f7-4d77-b3bf-9804ad637723.png







