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A note on sensitive topics




This is a series about ghosts, so naturally death plays a rather large part. If you don’t like spoilers, and you’re 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. 

In this series we dive deep into Alix’s life as a ghost whisperer. There is some discussion of mental health, particularly possible psychosis. That’s the problem when no one else can see your ghosts. This leads to tensions and arguments within Alix’s family.

Our heroine is also more curious than is good for her. That means a lot of crawling through very small spaces, including descriptions of mild claustrophobia, a panic attack, and stumbling across a gruesome murder before being chased with a gun. Corrupted police also make an appearance, putting our heroine's life at risk.

As expected in a ghost series, the nature of some characters’ untimely deaths is revealed, including that of children (rare). Some scenes can be creepy or macabre, with graveyards and mausoleums making frequent appearances. There’s also a sinister organisation that does not respect the sanctity of death, experimenting on corpses and skeletons alike, and willing to protect their work by any means necessary.

The series will be full of action with physical confrontations between the living and the dead, but our heroine is scrappy and will gain some strong supporters along the way.

Happy to tag along? Then join Alix in this new ghostly adventure on the streets of Paris!



Love, Janna
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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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Chapter 1




I was seven years old when I encountered my first ghost. A few days prior, I had lost my beloved grandmother to a heart attack, and on that day, I was standing in the cemetery, watching her coffin being lowered into the earth, while a priest spoke words that were beyond my comprehension. 

My grandmother was to be buried in Père Lachaise, Paris’ biggest and most famous cemetery. You might think with all the celebrities interred there, there’s no space for us mundane Parisians. Sure, the tourists flock here to visit Jim Morrison, Oscar Wilde, or Edith Piaf, but as long as you’re a citizen of Paris, you can get buried here. It’s what my grandmother had wanted.

The funeral was a small gathering. Just me, my sisters, our parents, and a few cousins whom I’ve seen only once or twice before. I don’t remember much of my grandmother other than trips to the South of France and the smell of cinnamon. There’s a memory or two about us baking together, but if you want to know what she was truly like, you’d have to ask my older sister Hélène, who was already ten and crying through the entire service.

My younger sister Odile was also crying, but she was a toddler and more likely to be crying because nobody was paying her attention. As for me, I remember not quite understanding what being dead really meant. My parents had tried to break the news to me gently, putting a lot of focus on how my grandmother would now be watching over me from somewhere else. I missed her, but I didn’t understand why everyone was so sad if she’d just gone to a different, potentially even better place.

“What was she like?” The question came from a woman I’d never seen before when my father stepped forward to read his eulogy.

I knew right away that she didn’t belong to us. Every one of my family was wearing dark, muted colours. Even we sisters had got brand-new black dresses for the occasion. Mine was a bit scratchy, but I’ve been told it was important to wear black to a funeral. This woman was sporting a bright turquoise blouse and a leaf-green skirt, paired with an orange scarf and prominent blue eyeshadow. It was all a bit garish, but she looked fun to me.

“Very nice, Madame,” I said in a quiet voice, not wanting to draw attention while my father spoke, even though he took terribly long pauses between his words.

The woman scrunched up her nose. “Nice. Nice is boring. I asked you what she was like. Did she have any outlandish hobbies or an exciting affair?” Then she smiled down on me. “Oh, well, you probably wouldn’t know anything about the latter.”

I thought harder about my grandmother, trying to remember the fun stuff about her. “She once was a photographer. Some of her photos are black-and-white.” I loved going through those old pictures. The people in them wore funny clothes and always seemed to have a grand old time. “And she loved frogs. There was a frog living in the drainpipe at her flat.”

“Yes, dear.” My mother had picked up on my talking and was absent-mindedly stroking my hair, which had been braided all around my head for the occasion. “It still does.”

Emboldened, I continued, “One time, she burnt all the cookies, and we had to do them all over again. I got to eat cookie dough twice that day.”

The woman laughed. It was a full belly laugh that seemed to be out of this world among the stifled sobs from the rest of the party. “Did she tell your parents?”

“No, it was our secret. She swore me to secrecy.” That had been almost as exciting as getting a double portion of cookie dough.

“Who are you talking to?” my mother asked, glancing at me slightly irritated.

“To that woman over there.” I pointed at my new friend with all the conviction of childhood.

My mother frowned as she stared right past where I pointed. “What woman?”

“The one with the orange scarf. Maman, can I have a scarf like that? It looks very chic.” Maybe not in orange, but I liked how it stuck out at the side. It was pretty.

“Alix, sweetie.” My mother sighed heavily and shifted Odile in her arms, who was attempting to wriggle out of the hold. “What are you talking about? There is no woman with an orange scarf. Now be quiet and listen to your father. It won’t be long, I promise.”

I didn’t get why she claimed that the woman didn’t exist. She hadn’t moved at all and was standing right next to us. “What’s your name?” I whispered.

“Beatrice Ileneuf,” she answered with a warm smile.

Satisfied, I tugged my mother’s sleeve and told her, “The woman says her name is Beatrice Ileneuf. Maybe she’s another cousin.”

“No…” My mother shook her head, once again looking right through Beatrice. Then her eyes widened.

“Do you see her now? She’s very fancy.”

“Darling, did you read that name from the tombstone?” my mother asked with a paper-thin voice.

Beatrice took a helpful step to the side so I could see the tombstone behind her. With me being seven, I’d already started school. My reading was far from perfect, but since I knew what I was looking for, the letters slipped into place. “In loving memory of Beatrice Ileneuf.” I glanced up at the woman. “You’re dead?” A tombstone just like this one had been prepared for my grandmother.

Her smile was a bit sad when she nodded. “Yeah, but it’s really not that bad, you know. Just a little lonely. Most people see right through you, you know? That’s why I was hoping your grandmother would be an interesting plot neighbour. She sounds lovely, dear.”

“I think she’s dead, Maman.”

My mother handed Odile to my father who’d just returned and went down on her knees in front of me. Then she enveloped me in her arms and pulled my head to her chest. “I know, sweetie.” Then, as if I couldn’t hear her when her face was turned away, she told my father, “We should’ve left them with the babysitter. Alix has started talking to the woman buried on the left of your mum.”

“It’ll be over soon,” my father promised, his eyes brimming with tears. “Was it a nice ghost?” he asked, forcing a light-hearted tone.

Ghost. I mulled the word over. Until then, all the ghosts I’d encountered in my short life were the spooky bedsheet kind of ghosts that didn’t truly exist. Beatrice was as tangible as the people around her. With her bright colours, she looked more alive than any of us. But if she was truly dead, then her being a ghost made sense. “Will grandma also be a ghost?”

“Sure,” my father said in that inconsequential tone that he often used when he was too tired to explain something in more detail.

But this time, he was right. Like all the other inhabitants of Père Lachaise, my grandmother is now a ghost. She and Beatrice are the best of friends. A match made in heaven. Or whatever this kind of afterlife was called.








  
  
Chapter 2




“This is so creepy,” Gaby whispers, while her fingers dig into my arm. 

We are both halfway through the catacombs, having reached the eerie displays of piled-up thigh bones topped by a row of skulls. I have to remind myself that these are the remains of the dead. The way the bones are carefully arrayed by type instead of by skeleton is somewhat absurd. This isn’t a burial site, it’s an economic storage unit.

Which is about right. Sometime in the late 18th century, after some cave-ins and associated health issues, the Paris authorities decided that the dead were suffocating Paris. They employed a fleet of gravediggers who worked for almost thirty years to excavate the bones and bring them here, where they were piled in these eerie heaps. It’s a mass grave of unrivalled proportions—six million skeletons, all sorted by bone. And now it’s an expensive tourist attraction.

My best friend Gaby came up with the idea of finally going where millions of tourists have gone before. It’s because we’re currently taking “The Enlightenment Period” in our first year Master of History. Going to the catacombs isn’t a requisite, but sometimes history has to be felt—or at least examined up close.

“Which mastermind was it again that came up with the idea of stacking the remnants?” Gaby whispers, as if raising your voice underground was inappropriate.

“Charles Axel Guillaumot of the Quarry Inspection Department”, I reply dryly. The bones don’t faze me much. It’s the ghosts around us that freak me out.

Gaby scrunches her nose. “Asshole.”

“Oh, yeah.” Storing the remnants of these poor souls had a disastrous effect on their appearances. By building this giant memorial, they’re held in this plane of existence, but since some ghosts’ heads might be hundreds of metres away from their legs, all those around me are either missing half their body or are terribly mismatched creatures.

I feel sorry for them at the same time as they gross me out. Normally ghosts are nearly indistinguishable from the living. I can even touch them, which has made for some very embarrassing scenes. Like when I didn’t realise a person I spoke to was actually dead and talked loudly to myself in public.

Sadly, the ghosts don’t care about the discomfort they cause me. Like bees to honey, they flock to me, basking in my acknowledgement of their existence. The same goes for the weird malformed spectres around me.

“Don’t touch me!” Too late. A ghostly hand with only a thumb and a ring finger has reached out to grab my shoulder. The rest of the ghost is just as lacking. It doesn’t even have a head, just some vertebrae sticking out from a severed neck. They were probably killed by the guillotine.

Gaby jerks away from me. “Sorry, I…”

“Not you.” I don’t mind Gaby holding onto me. At least she still has all her fingers.

Her face softens into a sigh. “You’re seeing ghosts, aren’t you?”

“In a mass grave? Never!” The power of sarcasm is strong in me today.

Most ghosts flock to their burial ground. It’s where they are memorialised, after all. I don’t claim to be a ghost expert, but from fourteen years of observational data, I’ve gathered that during their first years of ghostliness, ghosts might hang around their old stomping ground or beloved family members. Then slowly, the memory fades and all that’s left is a tombstone in some cemetery—or a stack of bones underground.

For most people, cemeteries are quiet and peaceful—okay, perhaps not Père Lachaise with its throngs of tourists hanging around all the celebrity graves—but the majority of cemeteries are supposed to be deserted, solemn. When I visit one of Paris’ necropolises, it’s like stepping into a giant rave. Ghosts from all walks of life and all epochs mingle happily, chatting it up and forming new connections, often unlike any they ever would have pursued in life. My grandmother Eloise and her bestie Beatrice hold regular tea parties around their grave site, entertaining a huge variety of guests.

One time, they had a general over from Napoleon’s trove. He told some of the most amazing stories. Don’t judge me. I am a history student, after all.

Gaby shudders at the mention of ghosts. Even though she’s known about my ability for two years, it still makes her uncomfortable. Thing is, she can’t see or feel any of them, so she has to take everything I tell her at face value. As creepy as the ghosts can be for me, for her, it’s a hundred times worse.

“I thought ghosts need to be remembered to exist,” she whispers. “I know this is some sort of memorial, but no one remembers their names. Not even the people who dug them up did.”

I try to ignore the throng of mismatched ghosts around me as I subtly move on in the hopes of ending this excursion sooner rather than later. “I think that’s why they exist in the first place. The end of a ghostly existence is weird. It follows no rules that I can discern. I think they basically start forgetting themselves when no living person remembers them.”

“Terrible.” Gaby scrunches up your nose. “It’s like Alzheimer’s for ghosts.”

“Yeah, I guess.” There’s a disturbing amount of headless ghosts here. Victims of the guillotine. “I think what happened to these ghosts was that they’d already started to fade away, forgotten under the city, but then some bright head decided to dig them all up and immortalise them here. So, now they’re remembered forever, but not as the people they once were. I mean, look at it.” I point at the rows of radial bones. “These don’t even look like skeletons.”

Right in front of me, a ghost has gotten their anatomy terribly wrong. The head is attached to a total of five thighbones with no rump or other limb in sight. It’s so messed up I want to puke.

“Does it mean what I think it does?” Gaby’s own discomfort seems to evaporate as she regards me with worry in her eyes. “They don’t remember what a human is supposed to look like?”

I nod faintly.

She grabs my arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

With big strides, she pulls me past the displays of bones. As tight as the dark corridors are down here, I constantly bump into the malformed ghosts around me. They moan and protest, while I blurt out one pardon after the other.

One particularly bad collision knocks the head clean off a ghost. I flinch as the skull rolls across the ground, leaving behind a confused and disoriented ghost. “Gaby, stop!” I pull out of her grip and bend down to pick the head back up.

Luckily for me, there’s enough memory attached to the skull, it feels like a proper head. The skin is firm and not much colder than Gaby’s hand down here. I try not to think about the fact that I’m holding a severed head in my hand. Sometimes, you need to detach from all of that—just like this head has from its owner.

It’s the head of a man. Brown, wavy hair, not too unlike my own, frames his young face. He couldn’t have been older than eighteen when he’d died. His eyes sparkle with excitement when they lock with mine. “Thanks for that.”

I almost let go of him again. Picking up a head from the ground is bad enough without it starting to talk. Quickly, I turn around to where his body is stumbling around.

“No, no, please don’t put me together with him again,” the head begs.

“Him? You mean, it’s not… yours?”

The head gasps, affronted. “That old fucker? Do I look like I have blotchy skin?”

Now, I see it as well. That body is at least fifty years older than the head, if it’s even made up of only one other body.

“Do you know where yours is?” Though if I find his, I probably need to scour the catacombs for a new head as well. I quickly shut that train of thought down. I am not going to start sorting the bones down here.

Suddenly, Gaby laughs nervously. “What you’re talking about? Of course, I know where we are. We just need to follow that path.” She turns away from me to assure a pair of confused tourists. “It’s quite the maze, isn’t it?”

The tourists stutter something in grammatically horrifying French, making it clear they didn’t understand a single word I’d just uttered to the air in my hands. Still, Gaby pulls me along, mortified by my erratic behaviour.

When we round a corner, she leans in to hiss at me, “Where the body is? Alix! You are not going to jigsaw puzzle in the catacombs.”

“But the ghost—”

“—asked you to,” Gaby snaps, then rolls her eyes. “It’s one of those favours, right?”

I’m still holding the head in my hands, and he thinks it’s a good idea to join our conversation. “Now that you mention it, I could use a favour. See, my bones have been scatt—”

I plop the head on the nearest headless ghost and wipe my hands. “You don’t even know your own name.”

“Alix!” Gaby’s voice cracks sharply.

“Olivier,” the head calls after me. “Or was it Jacques? Could’ve been Jean. There are a lot of Jeans around here.”

I ignore the ghost for my own and Gaby’s sanity. She’s absolutely right. I will not attempt to match up body parts. For one, it will probably get me arrested and banned from the catacombs for life. And two, it’d be absolutely futile. I have to hope that Olivier-Jean-Jacques is happier with his new bones than he was with his old. After all, he and every part available to him died a long time ago.

Gaby races us through the rest of the catacombs as if she’s suddenly realised she’s late for a date. I apologise to tourists and ghosts alike. The former only frown at us, while the latter is calling out for me.

“My arm. I need my arm.”

“Have you seen my left foot?”

“You’ve got to help me. He stole my torso! Look how he’s flaunting my—”

“Flowers. Why does no one bring me flowers anymore?”

I glimpse a forlorn woman before she fades into the wall. Then we reach the gate that marks the exit from the catacombs. A few minutes later, we’re out in the sunshine, leaving the ghosts and their multitude of requests behind us.

“Well, that was fun!” Gaby announces, puffing from the unexpected exercise. “I can’t believe we paid twenty-seven euros to jog through the catacombs.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

Gaby sighs. “Don’t. I should’ve known better than to drag you through a mass grave.”

“You don’t need to watch out for me,” I protest.

“Of course, I do.” She hooks her arm into mine and continues to drag me away from the exit. “If I don’t, you’re going to burn yourself out fulfilling ghost errands.” She huffs with indignation. “Sorting the bones in the catacombs, please.”

“Not even a little bone?” I tease her.

Gaby bops my side. “Don’t you dare!”

I laugh at the horror on her face. When she pouts, I quickly relent. “Okay, I won’t pay you back your entry fee. But can I buy us a pair of pain au chocolat from the nearest bakery?”

“You may,” Gaby says generously, the smile returning to her face. “Sunshine and chocolate are exactly what we need right now.”

I wholeheartedly agree with her, but as we leave the inconspicuous exit of the catacombs on Rue Rémy Dumoncel behind, I can’t help but feel sorry for all those displaced existences.








  
  
Chapter 3




After fulfilling my promise to Gaby, I pick up my bicycle and ride to work. I’ve been fortunate enough to find a side job as a tour guide at the Panthéon. The national monument is located at the Place du Panthéon in the Quartier Latin, and technically, yet another necropolis. Though, while the catacombs are filled with half-remembered spectres of unknown identity, the inhabitants of the Panthéon are among the most distinguished and cherished ghosts. It’s the home of the greatest people of France: the national heroes, the most mesmerising artists, and groundbreaking scientists. 

Their ghosts will probably never suffer forgetting, their names and deeds immortalised in this temple. Being able to exist in their presence and speak to them is a historian’s dream. But they mean more to me than just interesting subjects. These ghosts are my friends.

I’m barely through the doors when Jean-Jacques Rousseau accosts me. He’s still wearing the curly wig and tight waistcoat that were fashionable in the 18th century, which he’s been immortalised with in his official portraits, but he’s kept his philosophy up to date, currently exploring theories of equity versus equality. “Welcome, Mademoiselle Alix. I need your thoughts on a theory that came to me last night when we were discussing Josephine Baker’s childhood and how much, or rather how little the world has moved on from then.” 

“You know I can’t talk here,” I mutter from the corner of my mouth. The hall is full of tourists waiting in line or leaving the premises. I walk past the line and slip behind the counter. “Good afternoon, Philippe.”

“You’re on in eight minutes. Your group is already gathering.” Philippe is the guy working the ticket booth most days. Though he claims this is just a stepping stone for him, he’s been working full time at the Panthéon for as long as I’ve been here. “Full house today.”

I sweep past him into the employee room to get ready for my tour. Rousseau follows me, not caring that the door closes through his face. “You don’t need to talk. Listening is just fine. I’ll ask your opinion later.”

“Can’t it wait?”

“Absolutely not.”

I change into my tour guide uniform and adjust my name tag while Rousseau lectures me on the principles of equity I need to remember to grasp his new breakthrough. “And thus, when you ignore what Hobbes wrote in Leviathan and lean into—”

“Got to go.” I grab a stack of brochures and leave poor Rousseau behind to meet my first group of the day. “Bonjour mesdames et messieurs, welcome to the Panthéon,” I continue in English, since this group is an international. “I’m Alix, your tour guide for today. If you would please follow me.”

As I lead them through the entrance, Rousseau continues presenting his theory, but I try my best to tune him out. He might still be a brilliant philosopher, but I’m not, and without me, his theories are mere whispers in the wind.

“King Louis XV had the Panthéon built between 1758 and 1790 as a church glorifying the monarchy. He died before the completion, and so did King Louis XVI. The National Assembly then voted to turn the Panthéon into a mausoleum for the extinguished citizens of France. The first inhabitant was the Comte de Mirabeau, Honoré Gabriel Riqueti, though his bones were removed a few years later.” I’ve never bothered to find out where his ghost moved to. “Currently, there are seventy-five men and seven women interred in these walls, with our latest addition being Josephine Baker, the first non-French and Black person to receive this honour.” I try not to smile at Josephine, who’s wearing her scandalous banana-skirt outfit today. Certainly not appropriate attire for a tomb.

While I talk a little more about the history of the Panthéon, I lead my group upstairs into the gallery, from where we have a perfect view of the painting by Jean-Antoine Gros that stretches across the inside of the cupola. “In the middle, we have Saint Genevieve, our patron saint. She is surrounded by the Kings of France, starting with Clovis and Charlemagne,” I point to the groups, “all the way to Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette in the clouds.” The painting is incredibly detailed, with the kings and queens at Saint Genevieve’s feet. It was commissioned by Louis XVIII after the restoration of the monarchy, and though I know certain inhabitants don’t appreciate the monarchy throning over them, it’s part of the whole package.

Once everyone has had their fill of the dome and the Foucault Pendulum within, we continue our tour along the resting places of its famous inhabitants, most of whom are anything but resting, instead adding their own odd details to my talk. It can be distracting at times, but I’ve had a lot of practice ignoring the ghosts, and sometimes I sprinkle the requisite tour material with their anecdotes.

“Supposedly, religious fanatics stole the remains of Voltaire—and Rousseau—in 1814 and threw them into a garbage heap, but that story is false. He is still in his tomb, as proven by an investigation in 1897.” Had the investigation been able to see and speak to ghosts, they wouldn’t have needed to open his tomb, because Voltaire is as settled in his resting place as one can be.

“I wouldn’t have minded them getting rid of Rousseau,” Voltaire declares boldly while shaking his fists at Rousseau. Unfortunately, their rivalry continued into death, and they have both made multiple cases about why the other doesn’t deserve to stay.

Between the two of them, I managed to find out what truly happened in 1814, a discovery I can never hope to share with fellow historians since there is not the slightest of proof. But here it is: the fanatics did manage to break in—all sanctioned by the cleric—but there they were stopped by a brave custodian, who had switched the plaques of Voltaire and Rousseau with those of some lesser-known men. The fanatics buried those poor sods in lime, a burial fit for traitors, and their ghosts have since vanished, while Voltaire and Rousseau live on to continue their rivalry for all of eternity, much to my chagrin.

“Right ahead, Pierre and Marie Curie are interred.” I keep a healthy distance from the pair of them. There is very little trace of radioactivity left in their bones, but their ghosts greatly enjoy the idea of radioactive glow. And knowing that ghosts are able to touch me, I refuse to find out how ghost radioactivity would affect my health.

At last, I turn to the place where I spend most of my time down here. “Our famous writers’ alcove on the right: Alexandre Dumas, Emile Zola, and Victor Hugo.” As usual, the three of them are discussing their recent ideas for books that will never be written, but they take a moment to nod at me.

Victor Hugo’s gaze lingers a moment longer, and he smiles. “Hello, kid.”

Of all the ghosts in the Panthéon, Victor is my favourite. He’s a true friend and mentor to me after he sort of adopted me into the close-knit ghost community at the Panthéon, watching over me ever since.

I do my spiel, recounting the great deeds and even greater works the men and women down here have performed and created, peppering it with personal details that only a few people know. Victor always wants me to mention that he was conceived on top of a mountain on June 24, 1801, but I’m pretty sure he’s the only one obsessed with his date of conception like that. He even put it into his grand opus “Les Misérables” as Jean Valjean’s prisoner number, and because I love musicals, I will now never forget that date either. I wish all historical facts and dates came in catchy show tunes.

“When Hugo won his first writing competition in 1817, the judges refused to believe that he was only fifteen years old. As you know, it was only the beginning of his over six decades-spanning writing career. But Hugo was more than that.” Like all the great people here, he was a writer, a humanitarian, and a politician. “He was voted into the National Assembly several times during his lifetime, and even expected them to offer him the leadership after Napoleon III’s rule and Hugo’s return from exile. A thought he detested but was willing to take on for the people of France.”

Victor glances up in annoyance. Even after all these years, he’s still embarrassed about that misunderstanding. “It would’ve been a prudent course,” he mumbles. No one ever said Victor Hugo was a humble soul.

I continue my tour by letting the people roam for a little and answering their questions. Rousseau continues laying out his theory, a constant buzz in my ear. “So, democracy is fundamentally opposed to the principle of equity. You cannot serve the majority’s will while lifting up minorities. True equity requires selflessness and empathy and a willingness to listen, three things the majority sorely lacks.”

“Here we go again.” Voltaire is strolling over, saving me from having to abolish our democracy today. “All humans are incapable of acts of humanity. We are beasts and should be walking on all fours…”

I slip away from them, not relishing hearing their tired arguments again. After two hundred years, you’d think they’d have reconciled their differences, but no. They both value the other’s intellect above any other, and hate each other even more for it. I guess I can be glad that Victor was born after both of them had died or there would be thrice the trouble.

After the first tour ends, two more await me. When I’m finally done, my throat is in dire need of some coffee, while my legs scream for a break. I take a respite upstairs in the staff room, where the likelihood of being bothered by a ghost at its least.

“Do you mind closing up again?” Philippe asks me as he collects his things from the locker. “I’m meeting friends at the opera, and we want to have dinner before.”

“Yeah, sure.” I try not to sound too enthusiastic, but I relax internally, knowing I won’t have to make up an excuse for staying way beyond closing time. “Have fun at the opera.”

As soon as he’s gone, I check the Panthéon for any stragglers before locking the doors. The locks have barely clicked shut when the ghosts descend upon me.

“Mademoiselle Alix! A favour, please!”

“There’s someone I want you to meet.”

“Someone threw garbage behind my tomb!”

“There’s a scratch on my plaque.”

“I was here first.”

The Panthéon has people overseeing the crypt and a cleaning staff, but neither can keep up with the ghosts’ demands. I turn around patiently. “Everyone with damage to the right. Everyone with garbage to the left. Odd requests to the back.”

Word has got out that I’m willing to help ghosts, so it’s not just those entrusted to my care here, but ghosts from outside the Panthéon. I have a long list of damages to be fixed for the conservator—she groans every time she hears from me—and my own set of cleaning utensils to take care of the occasional littering and smudges. Those favours are easy. Others, however…

“Why haven’t I been buried with my love?” an unknown ghost asks. “I bought the plot next to him. I took care of it all these years, and yet, they buried me outside the city. In the countryside! I don’t want to roam empty streets and frighten foxes and bunnies. I belong in the city with the love of my life! We had plans.”

I wonder if they had planned for this particular afterlife existence. “Look. I’m terribly sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” It’s strange enough that I can talk to these people. Advocating on their behalf with some bereaved relative is an absolute no-go.

“Please!” The ghost’s face flickers, her will to stay in this place she doesn’t belong wavering. “We only had so little time. He died before he hit thirty. I’ve waited all this time. He promised to be there. He—”

My shoulders drop as I sigh. “If you give me your names, I can look into it.” Scour obituaries and follow up with family.

Her face lights up again. “Julien Cadeaux and Penelopé Feroulet. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

I whip out my phone to take a note. There probably won’t be much I can do for them. It’s not my place to tell those left behind to dig up their mother’s bones and reunite them with their father or whatever their relationship to the dead is. It’s very likely Penelopé won’t ever find her way back to the Panthéon to check, but I can’t allow myself to think like that. The injury will remain, whether her ghost haunts me or not.

The thought triggers another memory, and I recall the displaced ghosts from my catacomb visit with Gaby. Their remains have been uplifted from their resting place and thrown somewhere that the living found more convenient. No one is advocating for them. No one even knows they suffer.

“Victor?” I ask as I wipe down the writer plaques. And yes, we’re on first name basis. “Who do I have to ask if I want to learn about the catacombs?”

Victor Hugo knows pretty much every prominent ghost in existence, as he sees himself as a voice for the people… the ghost people, that is. He twists the buttons of his waistcoat and frowns at me. “As you might remember from my great novel, I have a modicum of catacomb knowledge myself.”

“I know that.” Any other answer would be an invitation to be thoroughly schooled. “But I was thinking of someone like Charles Axel Guillaumot or someone else involved in the decision to relocate the bones.”

“What are you planning, kid?”

“Me?” My voice pitches slightly. “Nothing… yet.”

Victor sighs. “Take this from someone who cares deeply about you, young lady. Don’t get involved in catacomb politics.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Catacomb politics?”

He waves me off. “The catacombs are a lawless place. Life there… or afterlife there is unnatural. Wrong. No upstanding ghost would ever be caught there.” He strokes his waistcoat again, puffing his chest out to let me know what an upstanding ghost should look like.

“The people in the catacombs didn’t have a choice. They were simply uprooted and disassembled to fulfil some neurotic fantasy.” I shudder at the thought of what sorting the bones has done to their ghostly existences. “Have you ever seen them? The disassembled ghosts?”

Victor looks at me with pity, but then his eyes harden. “A sorry existence. Forgetting them would be the kindest thing you can do.”

“That doesn’t sound particularly kind.”

He sighs again, exhausted this time. “Let it be, Alix. You’re still young. Go and enjoy life while you still have it. Let the catacombs be.”

Go and enjoy life, as if all I’m doing is looking for death. It’s advice I’m not hearing for the first time, and it only serves to make me cranky. “Well, I can’t do anything about it when I’m dead.”

Victor Hugo has nothing to say to that. He simply shuts his mouth and refuses to give me any leads. And perhaps he’s right. If the thought of how I can possibly bring together Penelopé Feroulet and her lover is giving me a headache, then getting the city of Paris to relinquish the catacombs and give the people buried there a proper and final send-off is asking for a full-blown migraine.

If only that were enough to stop me from trying.








  
  
Chapter 4




The images in the catacombs haunted me all night long. In my dreams, I spoke to disembodied mouths, was grabbed by multiple arms all belonging to the same shoulder, and chased by mismatched lower bodies until I was buried under a mound of limbs and skulls. I woke up with my nightshirt clinging to my skin and shivering. 

Even though it wasn’t even five o’clock yet, I got up and took a long, warm shower until all the images were washed from my shoulders, played a little with my pet hedgehog, Malou, who never fails to improve my mood, and got out of the house as soon as the sun came up.

The latter helped the most. There’s nothing like sunshine to wipe away all traces of ghostly nightmares. Not that ghosts don’t exist in the sun. They do. They just aren’t that scary in the daylight.

I ride my bike along the Seine, taking an unnecessary detour to enjoy the wind in my hair and the warm rays of the sun on my skin. At this morning hour, the streets are clogged with cars, and the bike paths are nearly as busy. Long lines are forming in front of the bakeries, the smell of fresh croissants hanging in the air. Many people prefer to take it slow. Instead of rushing into work, they meet in the numerous cafés along the river for a cup of coffee and a sweet breakfast.

Since I haven’t had any breakfast yet, I make a mental note to grab a pain au chocolat from my favourite bakery on the other side of the river. It’s not something I can afford every day, but if any day warrants baked goods, it’s today. Chocolate and coffee should take care of the last nightmare images.

But when I arrive at the historic Latin Quarter that houses the Sorbonne, my favourite bakery, and the Panthéon, a different kind of nightmare awaits me. A crowd has gathered on the street corner with sirens wailing in the distance.

I get off my bike and push it to the other side of the road to circumvent the bulk of people. Some of them have their phones whipped out, which makes my stomach turn. It means an accident has occurred. Probably one of the gruesome sort, but these people have nothing better to do than to take pictures for their socials.

Only one person is standing on my side of the road, watching the proceedings with worry creasing his brow instead of sensationalism. It’s a guy about my age with floppy brown hair brushed to the front. Some of it is sticking up, but a decent amount is falling into his eyes. He’s got his arms crossed over the dark-coloured band shirt he’s wearing and stares disapprovingly at the crowd on the other side, one headphone in his ear, the other dangling from his neck.

I feel a sort of kinship in the way he frowns at the gawkers. To be fair, we still can’t completely avert our eyes either. “What happened?” I find myself asking.

“A cyclist got hit by a car,” he says without looking at me. “One of those white delivery vans.” He points to the van parked in the middle of the road.

“Ugh. They’re the worst.” Being a cyclist myself, I’ve learned to be wary of white vans. They just don’t see cyclists as they rush through the city, turning without care. “Is it a bad one?”

He scratches his chin, and I notice his nails are painted black. “I didn’t see it, but judging by that crowd, it looks like a serious accident.” The ambulance has arrived, along with two police cars, and people are forced to back off now.

I sigh as they press into our direction. “It definitely makes you appreciate life, doesn’t it?” I might be comfortable with ghosts in my life, but I’m not ready to become one yet.

“Oh yeah, most definitely.” He turns toward me and shakes his hair out of his eyes before flashing me a smile. “I’m Gaspar. Sorry, we’re meeting this way.”

“Oh well, it can’t be helped.” I snort nervously. As awkward as it is, I tend to mostly meet new people at sites others would call morbid. Cemeteries, mausoleums, or memorials. “Alix Dubois.”

“Enchantée.” Under the long hair, his eyes are a deep chocolate brown that glint amber when the sunlight catches them. He didn’t get to shave this morning, so a layer of stubble covers his chin. Something he seems to become acutely aware of, as he rubs his thumb over his chin. “Shall we get out of the way?”

If Gaby were here, she’d whisper into my ear that he’s not really concerned with getting in the way and much more interested in spending more time with me. But for once, I don’t need her to point out that somebody is flirting with me. Gaspar’s smile is so infectious I feel like I’m walking on clouds. “Sure. I was going to get some breakfast at Le Moulin.”

He pulls a face. “Chambelland is so much better.” Before I can make sense of his sudden displeasure, he cracks a smile again. “I work there, so I have to say that.”

I laugh, the sound washing away all thoughts of accidents and nightmares. “Do you do pains au chocolat?”

“Do we do pains au chocolat?” Gaspar asks in a high-pitched voice. “Are you trying to offend me?” For someone offended, he’s sure grinning a lot. “Let me show you the best pains au chocolat in all of Paris.”

Chambelland appears to be a little further away than my usual hang-out, but I follow Gaspar without ever second-guessing the decision. The bakery is in a corner house, facing a small square dotted with chairs belonging to either the bakery or the restaurant across the street. The line is rather small for this hour of the day, which doesn’t fill me with confidence.

“If these aren’t truly the best pains au chocolat…”

“Just get in line,” Gaspar laughs, then calls out to the girl at the till. “Bonjour, Marie!”

She straight out ignores him, knitting her brows in irritation.

I raise my eyebrow at Gaspar, who grimaces. “She’s mad because I talked her into taking my shift last night and now she’s on again.” I would be mad too. “Here, I’d better stay outside with your bike while you get your breakfast.”

“You’re not getting anything?”

“I already had a double.”

Once again, I raise my eyebrows. He must not be much of a morning person if he’s chugged that much caffeine before leaving home.

The line moves quickly, and contrary to the icy shoulder she gave Gaspar, Marie greets me with a friendly smile. I make my order and leave the bakery with a coffee and a pain au chocolat in hand to rejoin Gaspar.

He watches me with anticipation until I take my first bite. The best thing about it is that it’s still warm. My teeth break through the buttery layers and sink into gooey chocolate, savouring the sweetness. “Oh gosh, I needed that.”

“Did you?”

“I didn’t sleep well.” Flakes pepper my lips, and I raise a hand to wipe them off and hide my lack of elegance. “Sorry.”

But if Gaspar noticed anything, he’s polite enough to ignore it. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

“It’s all right.” I hold back intentionally and take a second bite. Yeah, it is good. I might have to reconsider my choice of bakery.

“So… you’re a student at Sorbonne?” When I nod, he smiles. “How fortunate. Me too. What do you study?”

I swallow first this time before answering, “Dead people and ruined cities.” I break the deadpan delivery with a giggle. “History. I’ve just started my master’s.”

Gaspar’s grin widens. “That’s so metal! I’m just a boring old sociologist. Well, I’m in my third year, so not really any sociologist yet.”

“Sociology is cool.” I can’t help but notice that this means we’re likely to run into each other at the library. The sociologists are right next door. “What’s the big plan for afterwards?”

He groans, and I redden as I realise I just imitated my grandfather and his endless pestering. “If only I knew. Something that will help people, strengthen vulnerable communities, or maybe urban planning.” Laughing, he breaks off. “I have no idea, and it scares the shit out of me. You’ve probably got it all figured out, right?”

“Yeah, that’s why I decided to stay at uni and do another two years,” I manage to deliver with a straight face a second before I burst into giggles. I just can’t stop smiling in his presence. “Not really. At this point, I just want to study forever. Don’t tell my parents that!” They’ve already made plans for when I finally move out of the apartment. “There’s so much to learn, and it’s all so interesting. I wish I could get paid for learning. So, I guess, research is a valid choice.”

“I wish you could do my research. The semester has barely started, and I’m already inundated with work.”

“Are you asking me for a study date?” I don’t think I’ve ever been as forward before.

Gaspar’s face splits into a wide grin. “How about tomorrow afternoon? I’ll be in the library from one until… well until they throw me out.”

I can’t believe I’m doing this. “I’ll find you after class.” Having finished my pain au chocolat, I take the coffee in one hand and start pushing my bike with the other.

“It’s a date.” Gaspar walks beside me, still grinning.

“It’s a date.” Oh, gosh. It’s a date. And I’ve set it up all by myself. Usually, Gaby drags me to some blind date, or one of my sisters pushes me toward some guy who’s sure to like me. They all run when the next ghost grabs my attention.

Anxiety fills me as I watch Gaspar walk up the steps of the Sorbonne and vanish among the other students. We might have hit it off as if we’ve known each other for ages, but the moment I space out or talk to someone he can’t see, things will sour. Perhaps I should skip the date and relish the memory of our chance meeting as it was.

You need to put yourself out there, I can hear Gaby in my mind. I sigh heavily. Time to find the real Gaby and distract myself with old bones. Yeah, I guess I am pretty metal. And even though Gaspar’s not there anymore, he makes me smile yet again.








  
  
Chapter 5




“You’re in love.” 

“Excuse me?” I raise my eyebrows at Victor Hugo, who is standing over me with a contemplative expression.

Next to him, Voltaire is stroking the fabric of his jacket, while I’m on my knees at his tomb, picking trash out from the grate. Some idiot found it funny to empty a pocket’s worth of lint, crumbs, and scraps behind the revered grave. How I hate tourists.

“Make sure you get the chewing gum from last time while you’re at it,” Voltaire orders, not interested in the conversation Victor has struck up.

I moan. “And you couldn’t tell me that last time?” Chewing gum is the worst. Really, people have no respect.

“I’m a busy man, Mademoiselle Dubois.” He finishes stroking his jacket, as if the ghostly fabric ever needed it, and readjusts his wig.

“You mean, busy drinking coffee?” A little-known fact about Voltaire is that he used to drink about forty cups a day in his lifetime, something he kept up after death. I’m half-convinced his eccentricity is due to the caffeine running in his veins instead of blood. Strictly proverbially speaking, since he has neither blood nor veins.

I lean into the cavity, using my phone to cast light into the corners. Sure enough, someone has stuck some chewing gum onto the backside of the stone. “Great.”

While Voltaire proves an excellent distraction, Victor is not letting go. “What is your next step?”

“My next step?” I eye the offensive gum. “I will get my scraper out and hope my arm doesn’t fall off, while I try to—”

“About the young man.” Victor leans against the wall, taking great care he doesn’t fall through, and throws me a withering glance. “You won’t leave him hanging, will you?”

Heat crawls up my neck. Now that I’m no longer looking into Gaspar’s eyes, his grin demanding a mirror image, my social anxiety has returned. “Look. It was fun, but as soon as he gets to know me better, he’ll find me weird.”

“I don’t find you weird,” Victor says promptly.

“I do,” Voltaire chimes in. When I glare at him, he scoffs. “Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate you very much, but it is not normal to spend all your time in dusty libraries and mausoleums when you could change the world.”

Rolling my eyes at him, I reply, “I’m not trying to change the world. Most people don’t.” I get the scraper out, and push my arm through the gap until my wrist has enough leeway to get the work done.

“True. Otherwise, this place would be crowded.”

Just once, I want to meet one of the greats who’s learnt the meaning of humility. But he’s right. It’s highly unlikely I will ever earn my way into a tomb at the Panthéon. I’d better enjoy the time I’ve got with these ghosts while I’m still alive.

Victor heaves a big sigh. “You don’t need to change the world. You’re already doing plenty good just the way you are. And if this man comes to see it, he’ll surely fall in love with you.”

“It was one conversation.” I get most of the chewing gum off with the first swipe, but the remnants prove quite resistant. “He’s not in love with me, and I’m not in love with him.”

He waves a hand. “I know that. But you always refuse to give love a shot. When I was your age, I was already married to the love of my life.”

“The love of your life?” I ask, knowing all about Adèle. However… “What about Juliette?” Juliette was the mistress he kept around for most of his life. “Or all the other women?”

If he’s bothered by me calling out his sexual adventures, Victor doesn’t show it. To be fair, his wife had affairs of her own, one incredibly public one with a good friend of his. “You can’t fault me for having lived a life of passion. I fell in love often and hard. I didn’t hide from it as you do.”

“I’m not hiding from love.”

“Then why are you contemplating leaving that young man waiting in vain for you?”

You know you suck at life when a ghost calls you out. “It’s different when I’m with you. You see them all, the living and the dead. Gaspar is just a normal man. The moment I get pulled into a conversation with a ghost, he’ll most likely back off.” The thought leaves a bitter aftertaste on my tongue.

“And what if he doesn’t? Your friend Gabrielle didn’t back off.”

I sigh and relax my hand, which has started cramping from its awkward position. “Gaby was my best friend for years before I told her. And no,” I stop Victor when he opens his mouth, “I’ll not be able to be in a relationship with Gaspar for years before I tell him. I don’t want to,” I whisper.

Victor takes a deep breath, rubbing his beard. “You’re scared. I get it. Love can do that, but take it from one who had a lot of experience with it. It’s always worth going for it.”

I highly doubt that. Victor’s many documented relationships with women aren’t exactly the kind of love I’m looking for. If it was that great, then why did the heroes in his story only ever fall for one girl? Despite my reservations, I want the love from his stories, not the messy reality. But messy is all I’m destined for with an affliction like mine.

Ignoring the sting of it, I return to my task. After a few more minutes, Voltaire’s stone is as smooth as it has been since he was interred. I brush out the rest of the garbage and check everything before I crawl out of the alcove.

It’s already past closing time and I’m the last one here. Perhaps Victor is right and I am hiding in here. Hiding behind dead bones and historic facts. It’s no longer as cool as Gaspar made it sound.

“I will meet him,” I decide on a whim. “It’ll probably be nothing, but I will go.”

“Good on you.” Victor grants me a fatherly smile. “Give love a chance to sweep you away.”

Always with the lyrical. “Yeah, let’s get through a date first.” I glance at my work. “All right. I should probably go if I want to make it home in time for dinner.”

But when I make my way over to the office to grab my stuff, someone is already waiting for me. I can tell she’s a ghost because her boots are encrusted with mud, but they don’t leave a trace as she paces the length of the room. The woman looks rough, her clothes sturdy but stained, as if she spent her life crawling through dirt tunnels. She’s sporting a side-cut and green hair that is swept over her head to hang on the left. The one ear I can see is heavily pierced.

Her eyes are deep brown, reminding me of Gaspar, but there’s no smile to greet me. She stops her pacing to take me in. “Are you the ghost whisperer?” Before I can answer, she continues, “You must be, otherwise you wouldn’t be staring like that. And you’re not dead.”

“I am not dead,” I repeat, a little dumbfounded.

“Good. Stay that way. It’s no fun being dead. Why did no one tell me it would be like this?”

“Like what?”

The woman picks up her pacing again. “I never believed in God or anything else, so I knew there would be no Paradise or Hell, but… unless this is Hell. Is this Hell?”

Slowly, I realise that her death must’ve been fairly recent. She’s not the only ghost to come to me for spiritual advice, though I’m probably the last person who can give such advice. “It’s not Hell, no. Just a different way of existence.”

“To what purpose?”

For someone who never believed in a higher power, she sure needs it right now. “The same purpose as your previous existence. You just are.”

“But what do I do?”

“I don’t know. What did you do before?” My phone vibrates, but I ignore it. This ghost needs me right now.

She stops again, staring at me. For the first time, some of that nervous energy drops. “I was a tour guide.” A mischievous glint enters her eyes. “In the catacombs.”

“The catacombs?” Did I walk right past her on my visit? Probably, since I was a bit distracted by all the broken ghosts. “I’m a tour guide, too. Here at the Panthéon.”

“Cute. But I don’t do the same tours day in day out, spewing off some tired old script. I take people into the catacombs. They entrust their life to me.” Pride makes her grow an inch. “I know the catacombs like the back of my hand, and never lost a single client.” Then her confidence falters again. “Or perhaps not the back of my hand. I…” Her head snaps up. “I’ve heard you’re in the business of helping ghosts. A ghost. That’s what I am now.”

I’m not sure if I should be offended because she insulted my line of work or intrigued, because she’s clearly not talking about the part of the catacombs that’s accessible to the public. “What do you want me to do?”

“I…” The woman stares at me. Her eyes glass over and she licks her lips. Then suddenly, she spins around. “Forget it. I should’ve never come to you. You’re not one of us. Have a good day. Or night. It’s all the same to me.”

And before I can gather my wits enough to stop her, she’s fled the office by simply sinking into the ground. My body tingles at the thought of what might lie beneath me. I’ve known about the catacombs under Paris for most of my life, but suddenly, I feel this urge to dig deeper. Of setting foot where no one is allowed to go.

I shake my head. I’m not a delinquent. The catacombs are closed off to the public for a reason. They’re dangerous, a giant maze of crumbling stone. But oh, all that knowledge that must be stored down there.

With a longing sigh, I grab my bag and start to close everything down. It’s just as well that the ghost left without roping me into another odd job. I’ve got enough on my plate without worrying about the catacombs.


      [image: image-placeholder]I’ve barely entered my family’s apartment when my older sister Hélène accosts me. “You’re late.”

“Late for what?” I ask as I take off my shoes and toss them onto the small rack next to the door. She’s not even living here anymore. “I didn’t even know you were coming.”

Hélène rolls her eyes. She’s an inch taller than me with a slightly more angular face, but could be my twin otherwise, if she didn’t always wear business attire and her brown locks wrapped tightly in a bun. “You would’ve if you answered your phone.”

Wondering what’s got her panties in a twist, I follow her into our living room, which doubles as a dining room, the large table aligned with the TV, which is currently off. I find the whole family waiting for me, including Hélène’s boyfriend Cédric. While everyone looks like they’re already finished, an untouched plate of food is set out for me.

I kiss my parents and Cédric hello before squeezing into the chair next to my younger sister Odile. A glance across the table tells me that they’ve brought out the champagne. Proper champagne. But before I can ask about the occasion, Hélène slumps into the chair next to her boyfriend and glares at me. “You were supposed to be home by seven.”

“Yes, Maman.”

My actual mother shoots me a disapproving stare, but she has got one for my sister as well, so I feel justified in my petulance.

Hélène straightens her back and shakes off her irritation like the mature older sister that she always works so hard to be. “What I mean is that according to your work schedule, you should’ve already been home. What took you so long?”

“Just because the Panthéon closes at six doesn’t mean I get off immediately. I don’t just do tours, you know.” What truly kept me were the ghosts, but I know better than to mention these.

My father gets up and takes my plate. “I’ll warm this up for you.” With three daughters, he learnt early when to flee the brewing sisterly quarrel. I love both my sisters to death, but with all three of us in a room, drama is never far away.

Hélène pouts. “Today was important.”

“Why?” I say at the same time as my younger sister blurts, “Hélène and Cédric got engaged.”

Hélène gasps, her ire switching to Odile now. “That’s not your news to share.”

Odile might be the youngest, but since hitting puberty she’s stopped holding back and will do anything to claw her way to the top of the hierarchy. “Well, were you? You seemed too busy berating Alix for ruining your perfect moment to share it.”

My brain is still catching up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t plan to… Wait? You got engaged?” It’s been less than half a year since the two of them moved in together.

Hélène leans back in her chair, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Whatever. It’s obviously not as important as I thought it would be.”

“Léni…” my mother sighs, reaching out a hand to rub Hélène’s.

“Take a breath, darling.” Her boyfriend—no, fiancé—is a brave one. I suppose he must be, being a law enforcer and all. “Alix didn’t mean to miss the announcement.”

“I sent her a text that we’re coming for dinner. And I called.” And we’re back to me.

I know better than to answer. Obviously, I missed that call, too busy to keep the unfamiliar ghost from freaking out too much. I bite my cheek to keep myself from explaining the dilemma, knowing it won’t be appreciated.

“And she got held up. It’s really not the end of the world.” Cédric smiles at me, and everything inside of me wants to turn inside-out. I’ve yet to like a boyfriend of Hélène’s, but this one I positively detest. He just acts so smarmy and superior all the time. But I suppose that is exactly what she needs. “Would you like to show her the ring I got you?”

His words manage to loosen Hélène’s shoulders. The sharp crease between her eyebrows smooths, and she leans over to kiss on his cheek. Then she stretches out her hand and presents the pear-shaped diamond ring on her finger. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

“Wow.” I’m not a big fan of jewellery, and thus not much of an expert, but even I know that this ring must have cost a lot. “I didn’t know the police paid this well.”

Hélène lit up at my initial surprise, but her mood takes a dive again when she hears the rest of my reply. “Can’t you just say how pretty it is?”

“So pretty!” Odile exclaims, her eyes twinkling in a way that makes me suspect she’s not nearly as enamoured with it as she pretends to be.

Meanwhile, Cédric seems amused. “It took some time to save up.” He leans back, his arm wrapping around my sister’s shoulders. “But you’re right, the pay isn’t that bad either. Perhaps something to consider.”

I stare at him dumbfounded, only breaking out of my stupor when my father places my plate back in front of me. “Why would I consider joining the police?” Does Cédric have a recruitment quota to fill? Why is he going after me of all people?

He leans forward again, putting his business face on. “You’ve got the kind of personality that would do well in the Detective’s Bureau. You’re one for the details.”

“Historic details.”

“You’d be surprised how many of our officers have a degree of some sort. I could introduce you.”

“No.” I decide that everyone will welcome it if I deal with my highly strung sister rather than his weird proposition. “It is a very beautiful ring, Hélène. How did he propose?”

If he has any problem with me talking about him as if he weren’t in the room, Cédric doesn’t show it. Instead, he puts his arm around Hélène again and smiles blissfully while she tells me all about the romantic restaurant dinner Cédric organised.

I’m thankful for the food in my mouth that prevents me from speaking my mind. Everything she describes is like a textbook proposal. Uninspired, flaunting his apparent wealth, making sure every cliché is ticked. He even got the live band to play their song for them. Hélène obviously eats his shit up like chocolate mousse. Ever since she got her first job in finance, she’s been obsessed with a bougie lifestyle. Of course, she would love a fancy dinner and an even fancier ring.

I remind myself that I’m not exactly an expert in relationships with all that fretting over a simple library date tomorrow. Sure, Cédric isn’t my type by a mile, but he gives Hélène exactly what she craves. He makes her happy, I suppose.


      [image: image-placeholder]Once Odile and I have cleared the dinner table—Hélène is too good for that now she’s an engaged woman—I try to retreat to my room, but Hélène beats me to it. She’s leaving Cédric to entertain our parents and pulls me and Odile inside. As soon as she’s closed the door, she lets out a jittery sigh. Her eyes are glistening with excitement. “What do you think?”

Odile and I share a glance. Odile obviously has a lot on her mind, but she presses her lips together, leaving it to me to assume my preordained position as the middle child. “We’re happy for you.”

Hélène’s face falls. “Just happy?”

“What do you want us to be? Exalted?”

“We could do a reel replaying the whole thing but with much more screaming and the like,” Odile suggests. “It would probably get some decent engagement.”

“You should worry more about real life than clicks and likes,” Hélène can’t help saying. “With all those accounts you’re running, it’s no wonder your grades have slipped.”

And this is where the middle child bows out and takes care of her cute little hedgehog, who’s just woken up. While my sisters argue about the financial prospects of social media and Odile’s priorities, I get Malou’s breakfast ready and lift her out of the cage to give her a cuddle before letting her run around my room.

Hélène plops onto my bed. “There’s something important I need to talk to you about.”

“You’re pregnant as well?” I ask flatly, which sends Odile into an excited gasp. My little sister is living for the drama.

“No.” Hélène shudders. “I’m not planning on being pregnant any time soon. I’ve just started a new job.” She clicks her tongue. “No, it’s about the wedding. As you know, I will need a witness, and I would love it to be one of you girls, but… well, it can be only one.”

“You’re gonna pick Alix anyway,” Odile says with a groan. She’s well aware of the hierarchy.

Hélène sputters, “I-I… yes. If Alix wants to.” Her eyes implore me to say yes.

I’m well aware that it’s not as serious as it once may have been. Witnessing a wedding is as simple as putting a signature on the wedding certificate. No one is going to come after me if the wedding fails, but technically, the success is what my signature is supposed to guarantee; that to the best of my knowledge, I believe in this union and the two people being joined to uphold their legal obligations.

I really don’t want to vouch for Cédric. Not right now, at least.

“Why are you hesitating?” Hélène is visibly deflating in front of me.

“I’m not. I’m… I’m just overwhelmed.” And there’s not even a ghost to blame this time. “Yes. Yes, of course.” In the end, it will be just a signature. It’s really not my place to question my sister’s relationship. I just can’t help it, though. “Are you happy?”

“Am I happy?” Her face softens, and I can see the smile in her eyes before it grazes her lips. “Yes, very. I love Cédric and the life we’re building. He’s such a hard worker, and yet always finds time to surprise me.” She must have picked up on something in my face, because her smile sours. “I know you’re not his biggest fan, but he likes you. He always asks me how you… the two of you are doing. He just wants the best for you.”

I can’t help it; he creeps me out. While Cédric has been in Hélène’s life for a little over two years, he still feels like a stranger to me. And why would a stranger be interested in my success? But this time, I manage to keep my lips shut and smile.

“If Alix is going to be your witness,” Odile asks while she takes pictures of Malou for her Instagram account, “Does that mean she’s also in charge of your bachelorette party?”

“Are you going to have one?” I ask Hélène, panic flooding me. It’s not traditional in France, but it has gained traction in the last few decades. Merely the thought of some boozy party spree makes me queasy, though.

Hélène’s lids flutter. “Well, I can’t exactly plan my own. But I would probably be pleasantly surprised if you… or the two of you organised something.” Her gaze flits to Odile. “It’s something you could take into hand.”

“Leave it to me.” Odile seems to grow two inches as she says that. “If Alix were in charge of it, we’d all be doing some spooky cemetery tour.”

My sisters know me too well.

Hélène checks on me, worry in her eyes. “You’re not still visiting cemeteries, are you? The Panthéon doesn’t count.” Her question is much more loaded than that. Contrary to Odile, Hélène knows about my talent, though in recent years she’s adopted the belief that it’s all in my head.

“I’m a history student.” It’s not much of an answer.

“Alix…”

“If you’re going to try to talk me into joining law enforcement, too, I’m going to put Malou into your shoe.”

Odile instantly cradles the little hedgehog in her arms, as if I ever risked her health to get back at my sister.

Hélène lowers her gaze and takes a deep breath. “History isn’t exactly a degree that gets you a lot of job opportunities.”

“I’ve got a job.”

“A side job.” But she gives up quickly. “It’s your life, your decision. I just think that it…” Her words come out slower and slower. “That it is not the best environment for you. I mean, you could be so much more. As Cédric said, you’re smart and detail-oriented.” She speeds up again, having found her stride. “You don’t have to do law enforcement. I actually have no idea why he would say that. You could do finance or IT.”

“Is that Cédric at the door?” I call loudly. “I think I can hear him putting on his shoes.”

Hélène shoots me a withering look. “I’m worried about you.”

“I’ve got a degree, I’m enrolled in post-grad studies, and I’ve got a job. I think I’m doing fine for someone my age.” Seriously, what’s there to worry about?

“Yeah, if anything, Alix could loosen up a little,” Odile chimes in, completely missing the point, but making sure to get a dig in.

My older sister gets up and puts a hand on my cheek. “I’m glad to hear that. If history is your passion, go for it. Just… make sure you pay as much attention to living people as you do to the dead.” She goes in for kisses. “Thanks for being my witness.”

I stare daggers into her back while she says goodbye to Odile. When she’s left the room, I fall onto my bed, letting out a big groan.

Odile is still on the floor with Malou. “She is right, you know. You do tend to get your head stuck in research.”

What I tend to do is get wrapped up with ghost business, but I don’t see that changing anytime soon. If anything, Hélène’s unsolicited pressure only pushes me to dig deeper.








  
  
Chapter 6




I’m still in a bad mood the next day when I plonk my bottom down next to Gaby in the lecture hall. It’s our Parisian history class where we examine Paris and its role through time, with a huge focus on urban planning. It’s also the class that has sent us into the catacombs. 

Gaby raises an eyebrow. “What’s bothering you today?”

“Family dinner.”

“You still have one, or you’ve already had one?”

I glance at her and slump deeper into my seat. “Hélène came over with Officer Cédric.” Officer Cédric is what I call him when I’m alone with Gaby. He has always shown an uncomfortable interest in me, or perhaps his presence just makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong. Not that crossing cemeteries at night is a criminal offence. “They’re engaged now.”

“Already? Your sister moves fast. Wow.” Gaby doesn’t care much about my sister, so her reaction is missing the proper aplomb. She picks up on my mood, though. “Are we against this?”

“What? No.” I shake my head. “I mean, yes, but it’s not like I have to marry him. Sure, I’m not the biggest fan of… him, but that is Hélène’s choice and she’s happy. He makes her happy,” I affirm unnecessarily. “It’s really not my place to say something.”

“You’re her sister. If it’s anyone’s place, it’s yours.”

I sigh deeply and straighten myself up again, pulling out my college notebook. “But it isn’t anyone’s place. Either way, I’d better get used to it. And get used to having his unsolicited opinion in my life.”

Gaby shoots me a commiserating glance. “Oh no, what did Officer Cédric say this time?”

“That I should join the police force.”

Gaby sputters, unable to contain her laughter. “What? Did he smoke some evidence?”

Now I can’t hold back my amusement either. “Possibly. Can you imagine?”

“No!” Our laughter garners some looks, but the lecture hasn’t started yet, so we’re good.

“He’s so weird. But Léni is enamoured with him.” My mood takes a dip again as I remember how quickly she took over his opinions. “She agrees with him that I’m headed to unemployment with my history degree.”

Gaby shrugs. “My parents ask me all the time what I’m gonna do afterwards. As if there aren’t enough museum or teaching jobs around. It could really be worse.”

“Well, you know what she really worries about.”

“That history is too close to ghosts?” Only two years ago, Gaby didn’t believe in ghosts either. She still can’t see them, but that doesn’t stop her from wholeheartedly supporting me.

“I don’t know why she even cares. It’s not like I’m bothering her with them anymore. But it’s still the old…” I pitch my voice. “Alix, you need to spend more time with the living and worry less about ghosts.”

That garners me another glance from the group of boys seated two rows below us. However, none of them speak up. They know that if they say something Gaby will be at their throats—my friend is protective like that. They just exchange glances, shrug, and continue talking about some soccer game I couldn’t care less about.

Meanwhile, our professor, Madame Canet, has arrived, still sipping on a coffee-to-go as she loads her slides. The title word makes my heart sink. The Catacombs under Paris. It’s accompanied by a well-known picture of piled-up bones and skulls.

“All right, who managed to visit the catacombs in the last week?” Madame Canet asks, casting a glance through the room.

Almost half of our hands go up, including Gaby’s and mine. She nods and smiles. “Nice. The rest of you, please get there before the next lecture. It’s eye-opening, really. Of those who went, who would like to describe to the rest of us how your visit was?”

“Claustrophobic,” Gaby says, then claps her hand over her mouth. “Pardon.”

“Yes, Gabrielle. Claustrophobic is a very apt word. Would you care to elaborate?”

With a deep sigh, Gaby accepts her fate. “Well, it’s a couple of dirt paths underground in the dark. There’s stone on either side of you, and most corridors aren’t big enough for two people. And then on the sides, you’ve got the bones. They’re all stacked up on top of each other, making for a rather gruesome sight. Though I found seeing them like that took away the normal creepiness. Like, I think I would have been more scared if I stumbled across an open grave and saw a full skeleton. I know they were real bones and skulls, but still…”

“It dehumanises them,” I help out.

“I was going to say it sanitises the whole thing,” Gaby says with a pointed look in my direction, then mouths, ‘What are you doing?’ at me.

Madame Canet’s gaze lands on me. “Alix, that’s an interesting point you’re making.” She sounds exhilarated because it’s one of those rare occasions that I’ve opened my mouth in class. “Would you say that the catacombs take away from the whole horror of death?”

“Death isn’t horrifying,” I say, before catching myself. What am I talking about? Death is very horrifying. I just have to ask that woman from yesterday. “What I mean is, I felt very uncomfortable in the catacombs. I know that Paris had and probably still has a problem with the number of bodies buried in the city, but I personally think that the solution of the catacombs is horrendous. Sure, we don’t know their names and there’s nobody alive who does. They’re not important people whose deeds have lasted for centuries, yet I can’t help but imagine how I would feel if my bones got separated, mixed, and stacked for tourists to gape at.”

“You’d be dead,” Théo calls from below. “Or a ghost,” he mutters, earning a few chuckles from his friends. And to believe I had a crush on him when he joined the class two years ago.

For some reason, his answer doesn’t shock me into silence. “So, you think just because someone dies, they lose their dignity?”

“Alix, please,” Gaby whispers.

“If I went to your family’s graveyard, pulled out all their bones, stacked them, and turned them into a wall for your room, you’d be happy?”

Théo turns around, takes a deep breath, and then glowers at me. “No, Alix, I wouldn’t be. Because I’m not obsessed with dead things like you.” There are no chuckles now.

“Then maybe you’re in the wrong class,” Gaby shoots back at him.

Madame Canet raps her knuckles on the desk. “Guys, please. You’re master students, not kindergarteners.” She smiles encouragingly at me. “I personally think you’re making a valid point. Why do you think the people back then made the decision they did?”

“Probably because it was the most convenient?” I shrug my shoulders, then shake off the uncertainty. “It was a purely economic choice, I assume. The bodies needed to be removed or Paris would’ve collapsed under the weight of its dead. Nowadays, we would probably burn the remains to make space for new burials, but I assume that wasn’t acceptable back then.”

Instead of confirming it, Madame Canet’s eyes sparkle. “Look it up. I want to see that whole thought process in your work, with proper references.”

She turns to her device to bring up the first content slide, which details the life of Charles Axel Guillaumot, the Quarry Inspection Department guy who oversaw the whole reburial process. As she talks about his involvement and how he got himself into the position, I mull over the catacombs as they are today. Théo might not believe in dignity after death—though I’m pretty sure he would object if I were indeed to dig up his relatives’ remains—but I’ve seen what it did with the ghosts. There was nothing dignified about their existence. With all their limbs jumbled up, their sense of self had been deeply disturbed. They didn’t even remember who they were, because they were supposed to be already forgotten.

I shudder, cold sweat breaking out on my neck.

“Yes, Alix?” Madame Canet prompts, already having moved on to the next slide.

I never even noticed that I’d raised my hand. Gaby regards me anxiously. “Uhm… Madame Canet, are there any plans for the catacombs?”

“Plans?”

“Well, what’s going to happen with them in the future?”

The professor frowns at me. She reaches for her coffee cup and takes a sip. “I’m not sure I’m following you, Alix.”

My heart sinks as I already get a grasp on the answer. “I guess they’re going to stay like that? A morbid tourist attraction to cash in on?”

“I’m not aware of any future plans. I’m sorry.” Madame Canet laughs nervously, but she recovers remarkably quickly. “What would you suggest? Let’s pretend this issue is on the table and you’re one of the planners making the decisions. What would you do?” She seems incredibly happy to leave her lecture be and embark on this experimental role-play session.

I’m not happy about it. While I feel deeply for the ghosts, I don’t have the confidence to make decisions like that. I’d rather help out in the little ways I can. It doesn’t help that Gaby hisses, “Let it go.”

“Assuming we can agree on this being an undignified way of displaying the remains of actual people,” I start slowly, certain people won’t agree on that at all, “I would suggest looking into alternative ways of burial.” An idea flashes before my mind. “We’ve got the technology to identify the remains. I’m talking about DNA tests.”

“Who the fuck cares?” Théo blurts. “Pardon my language, Madame Canet, but as Alix pointed out already, nobody remembers these people. They are, frankly, just bones.”

“They’re not just bones!”

A sharp jab in my side makes me wince. Gaby glares at me.

Théo rolls his eyes. “Fine, they once belonged to real people. But nobody cares about them anymore. So, why would we pay millions of euros to identify and sort them, only to what? Stack them up in order? Have tens of thousands of skeletons buried nowhere? You’re only creating problems, not solving any. Partly because there isn’t any problem to begin with.”

“Alix?” Madame Canet prompts me to continue the argument.

But I’m sitting there with my lips pressed together, trying my very best to keep the words threatening to spill out. He can’t see the ghosts. He can’t see the ghosts, I repeat endlessly in my mind. If he did, he would see the problem immediately. Everyone would. But I’m the only one who can see them, and that makes me a basket case while the ghosts continue to suffer.

“Théo’s right.” Something breaks in me as I force the words out. “It is what it is.”

There are other solutions, such as a fire burial to release all those disturbed souls, but I’ve become painfully aware of the ridicule that will faze me if I continue to press the case.

Only Madame Canet seems disappointed with me for throwing in the towel. The rest seems relieved. “Do more research and have a proper think. We can continue the discussion after you’ve handed in your work.”

As she returns to her lecture, Gaby scoots a little closer and wraps her arm around my lower back. In front of me, Théo rolls his eyes once more, then puts it all behind him and pays attention to the slides.

Meanwhile, Gaby whispers, “Just let it go. It is what it is, just like you said. You can’t help them all.”

“They don’t have anyone else to help them,” I whisper back.

Her arm around me squeezes a little tighter. “But they already had a life. Why would you ruin yours for them? Let it go, Alix. I mean it.”

I stare at her, dumbfounded. “How does this ruin my life?” I mouth.

She lets go of me and scribbles her answer on a piece of paper instead. I’m scared you’d do something stupid.

When I raise my eyebrows, she continues. Like breaking in and sorting the bones. Or setting a fire. Just think about what Officer Cédric would say.

Annoyed, I grab the notepad from her and scribble my own reply. I’m not going to do anything! My pen punches through the paper, causing Gaby to cast me another worried glance.

She very carefully takes the notepad away from me and mulls a whole minute over her answer. A minute I manage to spend actually concentrating on the contents of the lecture. But the answer comes, and it knocks my feet out from under me.

Good. Don’t get mad at me. Perhaps your sister (and Théo) do have a point. You are a little obsessed with ghosts—and yes, they’re real, but so are you. I’m worried about you spending too much time trying to make them happy and forgetting about your own needs. When was the last time you cared for anyone alive?

When I check if she’s serious, Gaby gives me a pitiful look. “Sorry.”

Unsure whether I’m mad at her or just disappointed, I go through my memories and land on a guy with soft brown hair and an infectious smile. The smile must’ve jumped onto my face, because Gaby suddenly looks intrigued.

With a feeling of vindication, I write my answer. Yesterday before class. His name’s Gaspar, and I’ve got a date with him in the library later. After all, I promised Victor I’d go.

“And you didn’t tell me until now?” Gaby asks way too loudly.

“Gabrielle,” Madame Canet says sharply. “I hope you’re outraged about not having had access to the lecture material before now.”

“Of course,” Gaby mumbles, sinking into her chair. Once Madame Canet’s attention has returned to her lecture, she throws me an intense glare, then scribbles furiously onto our piece of paper.

TELL ME EVERYTHING!


      [image: image-placeholder]Between Gaby squeezing me dry about Gaspar and the anger I’m harbouring on behalf of the catacomb ghosts, I didn’t take in much from the lecture. Not that I’m too worried about it. The lectures are interesting, but for me to retain that knowledge, I need to work with the sources myself—be they ghosts or books.

Today’s choice of research material is obviously going to be books.

“Promise me you won’t let any ghost distract you on your date,” Gaby says as she pushes me toward the library.

“I can try.” It’s not like I make a conscious choice to see ghosts or they’re not drawn to me.

Gaby stops me short. She slams her hands onto my shoulders and stares me down. “Try very hard.”

I roll my eyes at her. “Way to put the pressure on, Gaby.”

Her hands fall off my shoulders and she sighs. “You’re right. I’m just so excited for you,” she squeals.

“You don’t even know him.” And neither do I. Not really, at least. I glance at the library with trepidation. How did I manage to get myself talked into this date? That’s right, a dead womaniser put notions of love into my head.

“So, which one is it?” Gaby is on her tiptoes, overlooking the long benches in front of us.

Sorbonne’s library is a giant study room. The books are stacked on shelves located at the sides, a row of windows above them. Rounded arches separate the shelves, flowing into the curved beams supporting the roof. Along with the rows of parallel benches, it looks like a giant church. The benches are equipped with charming little desk lamps, allowing individual study spaces. The central ridge of the roof is supported by vertical beams rooted in stone blocks decorated with sculptured figures, who watch over the students. It’s a place steeped in tradition and history. Students have studied here for eight centuries, including Pierre and Marie Curie more than a hundred years before me.

I try to find Gaspar’s floppy mop of hair among the assembled students, but fail to do so. Disappointment hits me. “He’s not here.” I must be too late. It’s almost four o’clock, three hours after Gaspar said he would be waiting here. If he ever was here, he probably decided to leave a long time ago.

“Are you sure? He might be somewhere in the back, or he popped out for a toilet break.” Gaby’s not ready to give up on my potential relationship.

“He would’ve been waiting since one. I’m sure he gave up.” I should’ve told him that I wasn’t free until four. That’s what normal people would do. The only reason I can think of why I didn’t tell him smells too much of self-sabotage. “Or something came up, and he forgot.” As disappointing as it is, it’s probably for the best. This way, I can’t ruin the memory with my ghost affliction.

Gaby frowns at me, almost as unhappy as I am. “So, what now?”

“Now, you go to work and I’ll get a start on the Paris paper.” She should’ve already left, but was too curious for her own good.

“I don’t want to leave you when you need me. I can call in and—”

“Go! I’m okay.” I flash her a smile. “You know me. Research makes me happy.”

Gaby purses her lips before relenting. “Fine. But if mystery boy turns up, I want a play-by-play this very night.”

“I promise.” Not that there will be anything to report.

At last, Gaby realises that she’s cutting it dangerously close if she wants to be on time, and flees the library. Meanwhile, I stroll through the benches and mark one of the seats near the end of the hall by dropping my backpack away from the chatting groups close to the entrance. Then I make my way towards the history section of the library to select my reading material.

I gather a small stack of books on urban development and modern-era Paris, when my eyes catch on a title. “A City of Light and Darkness — a Guide to the Parisian Catacombs.”

Shifting the weight of the stack onto my left arm, I take the book from the shelf and read the back blurb. I tell myself that it is the perfect source for my paper, ignoring the burning curiosity inside of me. It reminds me of the catacombs tour guide I met last night. Just like her, the book describes the catacombs as a giant maze made up of cisterns, ancient ruins, and World War II bunkers. It’s a historian’s dream. As dangerous—and off-limits—as it is, I kind of want to see it.

Happy with my haul, I return to my seat, where a familiar figure awaits me, sitting on the desk next to my bag. “There she is.”

“Gaspar.”

Sure enough, Gaspar flashes me a grin, and heat explodes in my tummy as the excitement from the other day rushes back. “I thought you’d left.”

Today, he’s wearing a light-coloured, open shirt over yet another band shirt. Several dark leather bracelets cover his wrists, between them one bright-pink wristband. I wonder what it granted him access to.

“And miss our date?” he pretends to be offended but can’t keep his face straight. “I’ve been looking forward to it all day.”

“Did you?” I have the sudden urge to swipe a lock of my hair behind my ears, but can’t because of the books. All day, I’ve been fretting about the date, almost calling off the whole thing, but now that he’s by my side, I can’t keep myself from smiling. Gaspar makes it so easy to be around him. “I’m sorry you had to wait. I was stuck in scientific writing.”

“Sounds terrific.” He slides off the table and plops into the chair next to my spot. “What have you got there?”

I put the books down on the desk and take a seat. “We’re currently going through the history of the catacombs.”

Gaspar’s gaze lingers on my newfound treasure. “You ever been down there?”

“Only the public part.” Just like a common tourist. “Have you?”

A dangerous glint enters his eyes, only softened by the wide grin his lips are spreading into. “I have.”

“What? How?”

He laughs, and the sound of it makes the heat rise in my tummy. “Don’t be so shocked. It’s not that hard.”

“It’s illegal.” I lower my voice, worried someone will hear us. “All entries to the catacombs are sealed.”

“No, they’re not. Some are, but usually, when one door closes, another one opens.” When I only give him a blank stare, he leans over and whispers, “The cataphiles open up a new entry.”

Inadvertently, I lick my lips. He’s almost touching me with his shoulder, causing a flutter in my stomach. “The cataphiles?”

“Friends of the catacombs. It’s an illustrious bunch.”

I almost tell him about the woman I met yesterday, but remember in time that she’s a ghost and I don’t want to breach that topic with him just yet. “And you’re one of them?”

Gaspar checks the room, then nods. “I don’t go in often. Well, I used to, but only for the concerts. They’ve got some epic raves down there.” He leans back again. “You should come along.”

“What?” Raves and I don’t mix in my head.

“To one of the parties. There’s one Friday night. If you’re game.” He bounces slightly on his chair as he says it, clearly excited about it. “You might’ve noticed I’m into music.”

I glance at the band shirt he’s wearing, but don’t recognise the name. “Possibly.”

“Possibly you noticed or…” he draws the ‘or’ out and squints as if anxious about what he’s about to say, “… possibly you’ve agreed to a second date Friday night at ten?”

What was I even worried about? Flirting with Gaspar is as easy as breathing. It’s as if I’ve known him for ages. Though it’s not what I meant, I answer, “Sure, I want to attend a catacombs rave with you.”

A sentence I never would’ve thought I’d say before now. Odile will lose her mind when she hears I’m willing to go to a party. And such a peculiar one at that.

Gaspar’s eyes light up and his grin spreads so wide dimples are forming in his cheeks. “Where have you been all my life? You won’t regret this. I promise.”

I don’t think I could ever regret spending time with him. Underground parties might not be my usual kind of jam, but with Gaspar, I’m willing to try a few new things. Besides, I’m really curious what the catacombs are like.








  
  
Chapter 7




Since I don’t have work today, I decide to visit my grandmother on Père Lachaise. As usual, the cemetery is full of people—living and dead. As it’s slowly getting dark, the former are starting to leave, which gives me a bit more leeway to discreetly wave at the ghosts I pass. They’ve all known me since I was a child, first visiting with my father or mother, then later on my own. I wouldn’t say I was the only teenager spending their free afternoons at the cemetery, but I definitely would have topped the most-frequent-visitor list if there was such a thing. 

My grandmother’s grave is in a more secluded part, away from the big attention-seeking mausoleums. She and her best friend Beatrice are sitting on their tombstones, legs crossed and drinking ghost wine, which is nothing but air to me. Their frequent cackles ring out over the cemetery, making my heart sing. It’s a morbid thought, but one day, I hope Gaby and I will be the same.

“Alix!” my grandmother calls out, her eyes widening with delight. “Is it that time of the month?” Now that I’m preoccupied with classes and work, I have much less time to visit than back in my teenage days.

“It’s almost the end of October,” I affirm.

Beatrice’s eyes sparkle. “Uuh, we need to get ready for Samhain. Who should we cajole into playing at the party? Chopin was lovely last time, though I suppose we could give Jimmy a shot if he’s game. I’m in the mood for some modern music.”

Considering that Jim Morrison died over fifty years ago, it’s quite a stretch to call his music modern.

I take a seat on the grass, which is still warm from the day’s sun, and cross my legs. “How are you?” Subtly, I glance around me to see if I can make out anyone distinctly alive. It’s always a tough call on Père Lachaise, but fortunately, most people don’t care too much about those who talk to the graves.

My grandmother snorts. “We’re as we always are. That’s the joy of being dead.” She laughs, and Beatrice joins her with a cackle. “The real question is, how are you?”

Squirming, I try not to dig too deep into how I’m feeling. “Hélène is getting married.”

“Already? In my mind, you kids were only little just yesterday. Is it that guy you don’t like? Cédric?” Grandma doesn’t need to sound so excited about it.

“Yes, it’s Cédric.”

Beatrice squeals, equally hungry for details. “Uuh, tell us more.”

I swear these two are the worst gossips in town. “There’s not much to tell. They got engaged in a really boring way. Well, I suppose, others would find it romantic. And now they’re planning the wedding. Léni wants me to be her witness.”

“Of course she does. You two were always as thick as thieves.” That might have been true when my grandmother was still alive and a couple of years afterwards, but that ship has sailed well and truly.

“I’m not sure I want to be a witness for them. Cédric is just so weird.”

“A little rule-stickler, he is.” Beatrice nods wisely. “A real brown nose.” She spits out. “I’m with you on this one, darling. Nobody wants a boring man.”

My grandmother slaps her playfully. “Don’t be so mean. He can’t be that bad if Hélène has agreed to marry him.”

“No, Beatrice is right,” I say. “He is that bad. Last time, he suggested I join the police.”

It’s not exactly comforting how Beatrice and my grandmother burst out laughing. I suppose it is a rather ridiculous prospect, but they could be a bit more sensitive. Then again, that’s like asking the sky to be a bit more red.

To avert the unwanted attention, I broach another topic. “Question. A ghost asked me to look into this. Do you know someone by the name of Julien Cadeaux?”

The two of them share a long glance before my grandmother tells me, “His grave is about five minutes from here. Why?”

“Well, I’ve got his…” I still don’t know what the relationship between Julien and Penelopé truly is. “His lover, Penelopé Feroulet, was wondering why she wasn’t buried with him. Apparently, she’d bought the plot next to him.”

Another shared glance. This is going to get juicy.

Beatrice tugs on her neck scarf and puts on a great show of innocence. “Oh, I mean, this is just a rumour, of course, but Julien was the one who bought the plots… but he didn’t put it in his will.”

“Why would he not do that? Was it an oversight?”

“Well…” Beatrice clicks her tongue.

My grandmother puts it more bluntly, “She was just the affair, you know. He never planned to be buried next to her.” She rolls her eyes. “He was so annoyed that she kept showing up at his grave, always tearful. Quite the little martyr. His words, not mine.”

I sigh. Romance is officially dead… at least in ghost Paris. “So, when he moved on, he actually moved on?”

“Oh, he’s moved on.” Beatrice giggles. “Believe me, Alix. That man doesn’t even let a body go cold.”

My stomach turns at the thought of it. “He’ll probably be glad he’s rid of her now.”

“Maybe.” My grandmother shrugs. “It wouldn’t surprise me if he starts missing her after all. Men can be like that.”

“Yeah, but not all,” I protest almost instantly.

Both stare at me with sudden intensity. “Is there a particular man who’s not like that?” my grandmother asks innocently.

I can feel my face heat up. “I wasn’t… Yes.” I lower my head, preparing myself for the inevitable drilling that will happen now.

Beatrice squeals again. “Who is it?”

“What’s his name?” my grandmother asks.

“Is he good-looking?”

“Smart?”

“Rule-breaker or rule-stickler?”

The heat intensifies. “I suppose he’s more of a rule-breaker. He’s invited me to a rave down in the catacombs. We’re going Friday night.”

Another salve of questions is fired at me. My gossip grandmothers—Beatrice is my adopted ghost grandma—can’t wait to devour this delicious piece of information.

I gladly indulge them with all the juicy details this time, because talking about Gaspar makes me happy as well. Friday can’t come soon enough.








  
  
Chapter 8




My nerves are absolutely fried by Friday night. I can’t believe I’m going to trespass in the catacombs. I can’t believe I’m going on a date, either. But apparently, the real confounding thing is that I’m attending a party of my own free will. 

“You never go to parties,” Odile points out while she’s hanging out in my room while Gaby gets me ready for the party. “Much less a rave.”

“There’s always a first time,” I mumble before Gaby flicks my chin up to do my eyes.

Contrary to my little sister, my best friend is excited. “Exactly,” she exclaims. “I love this for you. It’s high time you developed an adventurous streak.” Odile snorts, but Gaby ignores her. “Maybe once you get a taste of it, we can go clubbing. You could be my wing woman. Help me with the girls.”

“Maybe.” I try my best not to blink too much. My heart is racing at the sheer insanity of tonight’s adventure. This isn’t me. I’m not the kind of girl who sneaks out to wild parties. Though, in this case, it’s not the sneaking out that’s the issue, but sneaking in. “I wish you would come.”

“And crash your date?” Gaby asks, outraged. “I would never. Besides, I don’t think you’d have much fun with me in that kind of environment.”

Gaby is claustrophobic, so a night in the catacombs might be exciting on paper for her, but not so much in real life.

“I could come,” Odile offers with glistening eyes.

“Don’t you dare!” Gaby points the mascara at her before applying it to my lashes. “She’s already got company. Gaspar will take good care of our girl.”

I refrain from pointing out that she doesn’t know him well enough to make such a claim, because the mere mention of his name makes my stomach dance before it even gets to the rave. “He’ll be there, right?”

“Of course he will be. It was his idea.” Gaby takes a seat in my chair. “From everything you’ve told me, he’s extremely eager to spend more time with you. He’ll be there.”

Odile sighs loudly. “It’s like a disease. One sister gets engaged and suddenly the other is falling into the arms of a stranger. Don’t make me go to two weddings in a year.”

“Wedding?” I ask, drawing in a sharp gasp. “I’ve just met the guy.”

“And you never meet anyone. This might be your only chance.”

“Odile, go take some selfies or do your homework,” Gaby snaps at her. She rolls her eyes at me when Odile finally leaves us alone. “With sisters like yours, you don’t need enemies.”

I smile at her, grateful for my third ‘sister’. “What should I wear?”

Gaby jumps up, excitement flooding her again. She pulls out a couple of outfits from my cupboard and throws them on the bed. “Don’t worry. I’ve got some ideas.”


      [image: image-placeholder]In the end, I’m wearing a casual get-up: a pair of jeans, a long tunic under a half-length leather jacket, and a beige neck scarf, the kind Beatrice wears. My long, wavy brown hair falls over one shoulder. While Gaby spent a lot of time on my make-up, it only enhances my natural features, almost as if I wasn’t wearing any at all.

Gaspar asked me to meet him on Rue de Sèvres, but when I get there, the street is entirely empty. I try to listen for the telltale bass of a dance club, but the road looks like a residential area, not a club in sight.

Of course. The party isn’t up here.

I glance at my feet, imagining the hidden world beneath the asphalt. How are we supposed to get down there? Surely, the entry isn’t in any of the apartments on either side of the street.

Nervously, I recheck the address. But before I can fret too much, Gaspar arrives. He’s wearing a hoodie, both hands hidden in the front pocket, head down. He looks up as he comes closer and takes out one hand to wave at me. “You’re early.”

“On time.” More or less.

He leans in to exchange kisses, and my breath catches in my throat. While I’ve exchanged kisses with people countless times, this is the first time Gaspar’s skin touches mine. His cheek is rough after a day’s growth of stubble, but my stomach still somersaults.

Unaware of my sudden reaction to him, Gaspar glances around. “Did they open the entrance yet?”

“Entrance?” I cast around, unsure as to what he means. “Are we in the right spot?”

Gaspar laughs, and the sound of it is like warm chocolate. “You’ll see. I hope you don’t mind getting a bit dirty.” He takes a moment to take in my get-up, his eyes sparkling under the streetlight. “You look great.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “Back at you.”

While he’s hardly wearing formal wear, the street style suits him. His hair is fashionably tousled, some of it falling into his eyes, forcing him to flick his head frequently. He grins at me, and I realise that for all I care, he could wear a burlap sack. As long as he smiles at me, he’s the cutest boy I’ve ever met.

A scraping sound behind me startles us. I glance over my shoulder and gasp.

In the middle of the street, the round cover of a manhole moves. Someone is opening it from the other side. “Gaspar,” I whisper.

He threads an arm around my middle. “It’s go time.”

“Wait. Are we…” My head goes back and forth between him and the opening manhole. Suddenly, my stomach plummets and my knees are made of gelatin. “Are we climbing down there?”

Gaspar seems amused. “What did you expect?” He takes my hand and pulls me towards the opening. “Come on.”

Meanwhile, a man has popped up from it, casting his gaze through the street as he catches his breath. “Is that all?”

“I believe so.” If someone else was supposed to come, I wouldn’t know.

The guy shrugs and ducks down again. “Very well. Make sure no one’s watching when you climb down. Be careful on the steps. They’re a bit slippery today, and one feels a bit brittle, so take it slow. I’ll go back and close up after you later.”

We arrive at the manhole, and I can make out a metal ladder on the side. The guy is already halfway down the shaft. Gaspar throws a glance over his shoulder, then urges me forward. “You go first.”

“I’m not sure I…” The dark hole is daunting, like a gaping mouth.

Gaspar turns to me, his chest nearly pressing against mine. He locks eyes with me, his ever-present smile tugging at his lips. “Do you trust me?”

I want to say that I don’t know him well enough to trust him. One look into his eyes, though, makes me want to say yes. Odile might have exaggerated a little, but she might have been on to something. This exhilarating, heart-thumping thing I’ve got going with Gaspar is too beautiful to risk. I haven’t felt like this in a long time. If ever.

“I do,” I whisper.

“Then let’s go.” His eyes sparkle, and some of his excitement laps onto me and brings back the feeling in my knees.

With newfound determination, I lower myself onto the edge of the manhole and reach for the first surprisingly thin metal rung. Our guide was right. They feel a bit slick. Under Gaspar’s guidance, I swing my legs in and place them below me, only putting weight on the rung when I’m sure it’ll carry me. Then I slowly climb into the darkness.

I’ve never quite understood Gaby’s fear of tight spaces, but this gives me a pretty good idea of what it feels like. While the manhole is wide enough for a much bigger person to climb down comfortably, it is a vertical shaft that goes down for ages. And since Gaspar follows me, blocking out the little light that falls in from the streetlights, I’m doing it based entirely on my sense of touch.

Swallowing heavily, I concentrate on each individual rung as I descend into the sewage system, anticipating the two unstable ones the guide mentioned. Soon, the smell hits my nose, distracting me from the oppressive feel of the stone walls around me.

There! The next rung gives when I put my foot on it. Panic seizes my throat, and I jerk my foot up again. I force myself to take a couple of deep breaths, then reassess the situation and go for the next one down.

Warm light flickers below me, making it easier to orient myself in the darkness. Then my feet hit solid ground. I’ve arrived.

“Welcome to the underground,” our guide greets us with a toothy grin and a flickering torch. He goes back up as promised, practically flying up and down the ladder. This certainly isn’t his first time on the rodeo.

Once the guide has returned, he waves us along. “Come on then. We won’t have long to go.”

We follow him along the slippery ledge, and I try not to think about how the catacombs are supposed to be this giant maze. Right now, it’s just a sewer, running straight under the street. It’s surprisingly warm down here, about fifteen degrees or a little less, but everything is muffled. There’s no air draft, no sound from the city, and not much to see outside the narrow cone of light the torch provides.

Our guide spouts off a couple of cool facts I’ve heard before and probably told tourists about at one point. Instead, I focus all my senses on my surroundings, taking in this surreal underground world. There’s no light apart from the one we brought, and yet the walls are full of tags. Loads of people have been down here, perhaps even attending a party like I am.

After a turn, we meet up with a larger group who must’ve been picked up from a different entrance. Our guide leaves us with the new group to go back for stragglers. My pulse calms a little, now that there’s the constant buzz of hushed conversation and excitement, as well as several lights. For a while, we continue following the sewer, then we turn into another tunnel. We turn two more times before our guide opens up a door and leads us down a set of stairs.

Gaspar slips his hand into mine and whispers to me. “I know this one. The rave’s going to be in the Room of Cubes.” We’re the last ones to enter.

As it turns out, the Room of Cubes is an old World War II bunker, with five-metre high walls, that are partially painted with a cubic pattern, like from one of those illusion books. You can’t tell whether the cubes point outwards or inwards. The number of stroboscopic lights flashing in rhythm with the beat doesn’t help with that. Not that I care enough for it.

Music surrounds me. The beat is thrown against the walls and repeated tenfold in my stomach. In my free time, I listen to soundtracks and musicals, and a mix of rock and pop music, not these aggressive rhythms that command your body to move. Normally, I wouldn’t last a full song of electronic music, too dependent on beautiful lyrics and well-composed melodies, but in this environment, it gets my blood boiling and my pulse rushing.

The room is packed with people, their bodies pressing against each other as they hop and bop, completely lost in the music. With the flashing, multi-coloured lights in an otherwise darkened room, I can’t make out any faces, which makes all of that extremely overwhelming.

At least, until I look into the only face I need to see. Gaspar laughs at me, the sound swallowed by the beat. He’s enjoying this without a single reservation.

Someone bumps into me from behind, and suddenly my body is pressed against Gaspar’s as the other person pushes past me to enter the fold. Gaspar’s hands find mine, and he pulls me with him toward the side of the room. There, he leans into me, his breath caressing my cheeks. “Shall we stay here?”

The embarrassment about my reluctance to throw myself into the crowd is swept away by the warm feeling of gratitude that washes over me as I realise he’s putting my needs above his. Without ever taking his gaze off my face, Gaspar moves our arms above our heads and starts dancing with me.

I completely tune out the big, undulating mass of people in our vicinity and concentrate on the beautiful man in front of me. His dancing and the music completely loosen me. The bass is reverberating in my stomach, and even though repetitive chords fill my ears, it’s like I can hear my pulse in line with the beat.

“How do you like it?” Gaspar shouts into my ears. He has to repeat the question before I understand him.

“It’s great!” Maybe later, I will elaborate, but at the moment, I’m all out of words.

Gaspar doesn’t need anything else. He grins from ear to ear and swirls me around, so my back presses against his chest. I could stay in this position all night.

The DJ finishes his set three songs later and hands over to the next. She’s got amazing style with turquoise hair in two messy buns and a bold matching lipstick. When she asks how we’re doing, we all scream incoherently. I spare a thought for Odile, who will never believe I did that. And had fun!

A little later, Gaspar leans in again to ask me whether I want a drink.

“Yes!” I haven’t even noticed, but I’m absolutely parched. All that dancing has taken its toll.

Gaspar guides me to the other side of the room, deftly sidestepping the completely out-of-control attendees. Hidden from our previous spot is a bar. It’s not a permanent fixture, only a table full of bottles. I’m pleased to see that most of them are water. It’s only when I empty half the bottle in one big gulp, I notice how dehydrated I was becoming.

I have no idea whether it’s midnight yet or long past, but fortunately, I’m not Cinderella who needs to be back home before the dance finishes. Gaspar and I continue to dance with each other, laughing wildly as the DJ spins her records.

After an hour or two more, my feet are getting tired, and I stumble more than I dance. Exhausted, I cast a glance through the room. I’m just about to ask Gaspar whether he knows where we can rest—and maybe spend some time talking instead—when I notice a couple of dark figures hurrying down the stairs, flashlights in hand. They shout something, but the music swallows their words.

Noticing my distraction, Gaspar follows my line of sight. His eyes widen, and he grabs my hand. “Come with me!”

“What’s happening?” I shout as he pulls me along the wall, past the people to our side.

We’re still on our way through the room when screams arise. The music cuts off, and the DJ shouts into her microphone. “Cataflics.” She abandons her set and flees from the platform.

The cataflics. In other words, it’s the police.

My heart is suddenly hammering against my chest. When I thought about this evening, I was nervous about a lot of things. Running from the police was not one of them.

Gaspar keeps pulling me along, narrowly evading the crowd spilling to the sides now. I can’t see where he’s going. There’s only the cube-painted wall in front of us. We’re right behind the DJ, who extends her hand towards one of the cubes, grabs hold of something I can’t see, and rips open a door that was completely hidden in the illusion.

We and a good portion of the people around us squeeze in after her.

Darkness swallows us, and I feel my way by Gaspar’s pull and the people pushing me from behind. A good number of them get out their phones, their lights exposing patches of the path. It’s a great idea, and I fumble for my phone. I get the light to work just as we burst through another door, leading out to a raised platform.

The mass behind me nearly pushes me over the edge, if not for the railing. But before I can even catch my breath after noticing the empty hole below me, Gaspar pulls me to the side, and we run down a set of stairs.

Behind us, the police are shouting, imploring us to stop being stupid and halt. My legs nearly give way in fear. Running into the catacombs seems like a really bad idea, but people are pushing me from behind, while Gaspar keeps pulling me along in a hurried but unpanicked manner. He seems to know exactly where he’s going.

We no longer follow the DJ, and I notice that the crowd has dispersed in different directions. A few follow us, but with every turn and twist, there are fewer people around us.

The corridors have changed. They’re no longer the smooth concrete of World War II bunkers. Instead, they’re made from brick now, and by the looks of it, old and crumbly bricks, quite similar to the part of the catacombs open to the public. Just without the bones.

A light dances behind us, and I press myself against Gaspar, afraid the police are after the two of us. He takes another turn, ducking into a narrow corridor that forces us to move sideways. With my body squeezed between two stone walls, a new fear enters my mind. What if Gaspar only looks like he knows what he’s doing, and we’re getting lost deeper and deeper in the catacombs?

But then, we break free from our confinement, stumbling into a much wider, upward-sloping corridor, firm and packed, almost like a proper street. The light of my smartphone washes over rough-hewn walls that seem much more stable than the crumbly section we just left behind. I keep the light in front of me as I follow Gaspar.

Just then, I hear a cough to my side. I whirl around, and my flashlight illuminates a figure under a blue street sign. To my surprise, I know her. It’s the woman who came to visit me at the Panthéon. The ghost seems as surprised to see me as I am to see her. Then I remember that she was a catacomb tour guide and knows her way around here.

“What is it?” Gaspar tugs at me, causing the beam of light to drop to the ground. “We’re almost out.”

When I raise my phone again, the ghost is gone. I guess, with Gaspar choosing his path without a second of doubt, we don’t need her help. I nod at Gaspar, and we continue our rapid ascent.

A few minutes later, our surroundings are starting to grey, and I pick up a slight draft. Mad laughter bubbles up inside me when I realise that we’re going to make it out of here with no police on our heels.

The exit is blocked by a gate, but someone has cut the bars on one side and created an opening just wide enough to squeeze through. Gaspar helps me, and then we’re out, emerging into what looks like a former quarry exit that’s now overgrown with weeds. We climb up the steep side, using our hands and feet, and finally collapse on top of the bank, laughing.

Above us, the stars are shining. We must be in one of the outer suburbs or just outside the city for us to see them. I inhale in the night air, adrenaline still rushing through my veins. We’re alive. We’re here. We’re free.

Gaspar still clasps my hand. He turns to the side and simply gazes at my face as if he’s drinking me in. “That was…” Whatever it was, he doesn’t have enough breath to say it.

There’s a moment where we simply gaze into each other’s eyes, listening to the accelerated pulse of our living bodies. And then, as if on cue, we both lean in. His hand is suddenly on the back of my head, while our lips meet in one breath-stealing kiss.

My lungs ache, but I don’t want to break the kiss that’s searing my lips. Gaspar opens his mouth, and my tongue slips beyond his teeth, tingling when it touches his. The pressure on my head increases as he pulls me even closer. Our mouths become one, the playful swirling of our tongues my single point of focus as all else falls away.

That first kiss is rushed, fuelled by adrenaline and passion, but then our bodies relax. We separate to take a breath, gasping loudly. When we come together again, it’s much more gentle. Gaspar kisses the corners of my mouth, taking time to explore the shape of my lips, while I run my hand through his hair, delighted that it’s really as soft as it looks.

“You’re one heck of a woman,” Gaspar whispers. “Sorry that your first time down there was cut short by those damn cataflics.”

I try not to think too much about the fact that I’ve just run from the police. Then again, all we did was dance and have a good time. Not exactly the hard-boiled crime my brain is imagining. “Thanks for taking me.” I kiss him again before whispering into his mouth. “That was amazing.”

For a few minutes, we leave all the words behind and sink into the kiss, exploring each other’s mouths as we do so. His hands stroke down my back, but they never stray too far, instead coming to rest in the small of my back. Meanwhile, my fingers stay entangled in his hair as I take my breaths directly from his skin.

It’s not until the dampness of the grass seeps into our clothes that we break off. Gaspar gets up to his feet and pulls me up, once more taking in my sight.

“Let’s get you back home.” He puts his arm around my shoulders and starts towards the city. From the looks of it, we are quite a bit away, though there are buildings rising not too far from us. I can see why they call it the city of lights from here. Thousands of sparks in the distance, illuminating the dark shapes. The Eiffel Tower rises from the sea of lights like a beacon calling us home.

I lean into Gaspar and smile up at him, then kiss him on his cheek. “Thanks for taking me on this adventure.”

“Anytime, Alix. Anytime.”
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