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

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

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

.

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

.


Sign up to my Story Seeker mailing list at www.janna-ruth.com/newsletter and grab the prequel for free
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  A note on sensitive topics


Dear Reader, 

This is a book about ghosts, so naturally death plays a rather large part. 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 book, Alix gets swept up in a murder mystery that includes feuding divas and clinically insane ghosts. If you’ve ever read or watched the Phantom of the Opera, you’ll know what horrors may be unleashed.
She’s also sort of on the run from the ghost police, keeping a very important secret. She suffers some physical violence in the later part of the book and revisits her drowning trauma once more.
In addition to that, there are mentions of drug abuse in someone’s past and a deadly accident. Allusions to Sébastien’s ghost whisperer creation and death by electrocution are made throughout the book as Alix gets to know him better.
The series is 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






  
  Chapter 1


“I need your help. If all else fails, I need you to be my eyes.” 
Blinking, I stare at Sébastien. My brain’s trying to make sense of what’s happening. The fact that Petite Alix is unharmed and well. Or that he’s in my room. And most importantly, that he wants my help.
For the last couple of days, I’ve been in absolute agony, thinking I’d lost my ability to see and talk to ghosts. After GoPol led a raid into the catacombs and arrested me, they took Petite Alix from me, scheduling her destruction. And yet, she’s here. In Sébastien’s arms.
Unable to find any words just yet, I get out of bed, wave him into my room, and close the door behind him. I’m well aware I’m wearing nothing but pyjamas—and short ones at that—my hair looks like a rat’s nest, and my eyes are likely more red than white after days of non-stop crying.
I still don’t know what to say when my gaze falls on Petite Alix. The little girl is just as unsure as me about what’s happening. Her eyes are wide and full of recent terrors. I decide then that Sébastien can wait, crouch in front of her, and stretch out my arms. “Come here.”
Sébastien lets go of her hand and she practically falls into my embrace. Shaking like the leaves of a tree in a gust, she digs her little fingers into my pyjama top and buries her face in my chest. There’s no crying this time, and if anything, that terrifies me even more.
“Ssh, ssh. You’re safe now.” I look up at Sébastien, wanting him to confirm it.
He swallows—not a good sign. But then he clears his throat. “For now, she should be safe. It was my task to… remove her. I ran the process and put in the report, but I kept her safe in a cupboard, then took her out as soon as the coast was clear. To the best of my father’s knowledge, she’s gone, and you’re no longer a ghost whisperer.” His voice makes it very clear I need to remember that.
It’s probably really important, but all it does is confirm I’m still a ghost whisperer. Which begs the question, where the hell did Gaspar go? He was with me that first night back home, but in the morning, he was gone, leaving me to believe I’d lost him and all the rest of my ghosts.
I pick up Petite Alix and gently rock her on my hip. “So, you lied.”
Sébastien looks mighty uncomfortable. “Yes.”
“Does that… does that mean you went rogue too?” As different as they seem, I have to remember he and Dix are the same person.
He instantly deflates and I realise I’ve hit a sore spot. “I… Look, I don’t know what’s going on with Dix, but I can’t lose him. And I don’t agree with robbing you of your talents either. You’ve got a way with ghosts no one else does. It’s something to explore, not steal.”
“Your father thinks I’m a security risk,” I say carefully.
Sébastien winces. “That’s what he said about Dix too. He told me Dix attacked his ghost and has been going behind my back.”
I hate to break it to him, but… “He has.”
There’s no shock on his face, just bitter resignation. “I figured as much.”
“Well, I’m glad to hear he made it out. Last time I saw him, your father’s ghost gave him a thrashing.” My stomach turns just thinking about it.
Sébastien frowns. “Wait. You were there?”
“Oh boy.” Petite Alix is starting to get heavy, so I carry her over to Malou’s cage and give her a little attention. “Would you like to play with Malou?”
She nods, keeping quiet otherwise. I put her on the floor and open Malou’s cage. Since it’s only four in the afternoon, the little hedgehog is still a bit sleepy, but she doesn’t mind me picking her up. Petite Alix puts her little hands together, and I carefully place Malou on them. Her entire focus is on the hedgehog in her lap as she softly strokes her spikes.
Happy to leave them alone for now, I return to Sébastien. “Why did you decide to come here of all places?” Last time I saw him, he’d held me down in the raid. And before that I’d torn into him with the intention to inflict as much pain as possible. We don’t exactly have the best track record.
He’s still standing awkwardly in my room, not even sure where to look. “I told you. Dix went rogue. If they take my powers away, I need your eyes.”
I cock my head. “Why mine, though? I thought I was persona non grata at GoPol. Especially after the stunt I pulled at the party.”
“Oh, you are.” He cracks the smallest of smiles. “That was quite impressive. I don’t think anyone’s ever stolen a ghost from GoPol.”
“You just did.”
He sucks in his lips and nods. “Yeah, there’s that.” He looks around. “Can I…?”
“Sit? Sure.” I offer him my desk chair and lean against my wardrobe, hands behind my back as I watch him carefully. “I guess, the real question is, are you aware that coming to me will make you a traitor as well?”
“I’m not stupid. If my father learns I’ve disobeyed his orders, he’ll flay me alive. I don’t like it.”
“Then why are you here?”
He finally meets my eyes. “Because it beats the alternative.”
“The alternative?”
His voice hardens as he explains, “My father’s plan is as follows: find Dix and eliminate him. And once that’s dealt with, he’ll make me another ghost. You know what that means.”
Unfortunately, I do. “So, you don’t want to be murdered again?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?” Sébastien rolls his eyes slightly, but he’s loosened up a bit, which was all I wanted to achieve.
“How did you figure it out?” he asks, since I confronted him with the knowledge at the party. I also said a lot of other horrible stuff, like how he deserved the abuse he’d experienced.
I take a deep breath. “In a way, I suppose I knew ever since you explained how ghosts were made. I didn’t want to acknowledge it, though, because who does that? Who’s so obsessed with their work they’d sacrifice their own child? I thought maybe you did it yourself to please him, but you wouldn’t have been able to control the outcome. In the end, Dix told me.”
Sébastien takes a shaky breath. Clearly, he’s still suffering from the trauma. Perhaps because he’s recently revisited it in the Boutique of Psychosis. “So, you and Dix?” His voice is not as firm as he’d like it to be.
“He came to me, asking for a favour.”
“A favour?”
“When he saw me with Gaspar and heard how I spoke with other ghosts, the way I treated them as people not… tools, he wanted that for himself. He asked me to help him leave GoPol.”
“And you agreed?” The hurt in his eyes is almost unbearable.
I bow my head and nod. “How could I not?”
Sébastien huffs softly. “Well, he got what he wanted then. I have no idea where he is, and he isn’t responding to my calls.” He’s so clearly conflicted it hurts my heart.
“So, what’s next?” I ask. “You don’t want him gone and you’ve disobeyed your father. And now you’re here. In my bedroom, returning my whisper ghost to me. What’s the plan?” He must have one, otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.
Sébastien swallows heavily, as if he still has to come to terms with his decision. “I want you to help me find Dix. Not to get him killed, but because…” Helplessly, he shrugs.
“You miss him?” It’s so sad that he can’t even express these feelings, just because his father taught him that ghosts were nothing but tools. “Dix once told me what frightened him most was that he felt replaceable. But he’s not, right? You like him. He’s a part of you, a reflection of you, and a constant reminder of what you’ve lost. But he’s also your friend. Your only friend.”
He suddenly looks up at me, hungry for more. “I thought…” His voice falters. Annoyed, he clears his throat. “I thought we might be friends as well.”
I’d be lying if I said yes. Truth is I enjoy spending time with Sébastien. Sure, he’s got a stick up his arse, but he’s kind, thoughtful, and even a little funny. I remember how he came up with the ugly clown present for Hélène and Cédric. We definitely bonded over our difficulties with certain family members. But I was never truly able to trust him. I still don’t know if I can now.
“Look…”
Quickly, Sébastien raises a hand. “Forget I said that.” When I frown, he takes a deep breath. “As I said, I’m not stupid. I’m well aware that after everything that’s happened to you, you have no reason to trust me. But I want you to know that, for the most part, I had your best interests at heart.”
He was definitely fishing for my whisper ghost, and likely because it’s in his job description, but I remember how he gave me space when we first met. How he recognised I had to come to terms with Gaspar’s ghostliness. And even after we compared notes, he never actually went behind my back. That was all Cédric.
“You surprised me,” Sébastien continues. “When I was growing up, I learnt all about ghosts. I’d never seen one, but I’d heard all the stories. My father told me how GoPol was working with them, and how much potential they bore. What he failed to mention was that I shouldn’t forget they were once humans, too. I feel stupid now,” he admits, “not seeing it for myself, even when I started working with them. It feels like I was blinkered, like I only saw part of the picture. The part I could take advantage of. And then you came into my life.”
The way he’s looking at me with his startling blue eyes makes me swallow. I’m becoming acutely aware again how scantily clad I am right now.
“You took the blinkers away, and for the first time, I saw clearly. I didn’t want to believe it at first—just like you didn’t trust your gut about me—but the proof was undeniable. When those ghosts came to our help in the Boutique… no one’s ever done that for me.”
The sad thing is that his “no one” doesn’t just encompass ghosts, but literally no one.
“I want…” His voice breaks again, as if he’s struggling to articulate what he really wants. “I would like to learn more. To understand more. What you just said about Dix… I feel horrible. He… he’s irreplaceable to me.” Sébastien is starting to blink more frequently, and once again, he’s unable to meet my eyes. “Don’t get me wrong. He annoys me a lot. He’s not like the other whisper ghosts. Like C-Trente, who does exactly what my father says, even if that means sitting in his office for days and days on end. Contrary to that, Dix is constantly messing around and making horrible jokes, but I could always rely on him to be there. He’s so much more than just a dead part of me. He’s my friend. My brother. In a way, I guess.” Awkwardly, Sébastien runs his hand across his neck and shrugs.
My heart warms a little. His feelings seem genuine, especially in regard to Dix, and I feel sorry for him that Dix’s just ran off. Then again, Dix knows Sébastien better than anyone else. If he couldn’t trust him, then neither should I. Not fully at least. I’d be stupid to after the debacle with Cédric.
“So, you and me,” I say, then bite my tongue, unsure of what is I want.
Sébastien takes his hand off his neck and looks up at me. “I’ll be honest, I don’t have a complete plan. Obviously, we need to find Dix first, but then…” He takes a deep breath. “I think the work we do at GoPol is important. In theory, at least. No, I know it is. We’ve been able to avert at least four terror attacks in the last three years because of what we do, but I no longer agree with the methods. I think we could be even more effective if we did it your way.”
“No one will ever do it my way at GoPol.”
“Not as long as my father’s in charge, that’s for sure.”
I suck in a breath. “What are you saying?”
He deflates a little again, struggling. “I don’t know. I guess… I guess, we need to find a way to change things. To make it possible for people like you to continue existing, to foster positive relationships with the dead, and to stop… to stop this ‘whatever means to an end’ strategy my father is currently employing.”
In the end, he can’t say it. That he wants to stop his father from murdering him or others in the name of the mission. We still have a lot of work to do, but I promised Gaspar I’d fight. To not let GoPol be the end of me. And if that means partnering up with Sébastien, it’s what I have to do.
“Alright. Let’s trial this.”
His eyes widen with surprise. “You’re in?”
“To be clear, I want your father gone. Like, behind bars for the rest of his life. Because what he did to you and to the Chevalier and to me is unacceptable.” Someone needs to say it.
Sébastien gulps, but he doesn’t protest, which I take as a good sign.
“So, how do we do this? I’ve officially lost my ghost powers.” Which means I need to be careful around ghosts. It’s probably fine at the Panthéon where it’s unlikely I’ll be monitored, but I can’t let slip in front of my family, either. Especially not in front of Hélène and Cédric. I’ll have to continue grieving. Most importantly, though, I cannot under any circumstances acknowledge the presence of GoPol’s whisper ghosts. “You need to teach me how to instantly recognise a ghost, so I don’t accidentally start talking to them when I shouldn’t.”
“It isn’t easy, but we can work on it.”
“Good.” Now, if we want to succeed, we’ll have to see a lot more of each other. “How will you explain that you’re still hanging out with me, even though I’ve lost all my powers and am the most horrible person who ever crossed your father’s threshold? In case, you don’t know, Cédric’s the one who betrayed me. He’ll most definitely betray you if he sees us together.”
“Oh, for sure.” I’m glad, Sébastien agrees with me there. Then again, there was never any love lost between the cousins. It makes me like him a little more. “Uhm, I thought I’d tell my father I’m keeping an eye on you. Your whisper ghost might be gone, but you still know a lot about the agency. There’s no knowing what harm you could do.”
That would definitely work for Charles, but only for Sébastien’s part in it. “It wouldn’t explain why I would let you be around me. The last thing your father knows is that I stole from him. Twice.”
Sébastien’s eyes widen. “Twice?”
I wave him off. We’ll get to the Chevalier’s file later. Maybe. “Why would I suddenly be cool with you?”
“Because we’re friends?” he asks cautiously. “You feel you could trust me, even though you don’t trust GoPol.”
I’d have to be pretty naïve to do that. It needs to be something stronger. The solution is annoying—I don’t want to do it—but I can see how it’d work for his father, for Cédric, and even for Hélène. “We start dating.”
His eyes grow even bigger. “What?”
“Not immediately, of course. We need to be strategic. I don’t trust you, but you’ve come to me to apologise.” He hasn’t actually done that yet. “I blow you off, but you keep making the effort. It’s a ploy if your father asks, a way for you to keep tabs on me. And slowly, you’ll win me over. Then we’ll start hanging out. Not at GoPol or anything, but normal stuff. Date stuff.”
Sébastien is all ears, which must mean my idea isn’t as terrible as I’d thought.
“No one will question it. Hélène will be happy to see me moving on from my ghosts, while Cédric will pat his own shoulder, thinking he’s done the right thing for me in the end. And then we’ll get to work.”
This is obviously a long-term commitment. We won’t find Dix in a week, nor will we bring down GoPol in a month, but I need to lay low for a while to avoid suspicion and get Charles off my back. It’ll also keep Sébastien safe from discovery.
He clears his throat. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
Gaspar comes to mind and my heart feels like it’s being squashed by iron bands. Sébastien needs to find Dix, but I need to find Gaspar. Something I can’t do if I’m being watched. Once I find him, I’ll explain everything. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to kiss Sébastien or anything. “Do you have a better idea?”
“No, it’s pretty solid.”
“Good, it’s happening then. Time for you to go. Call me in two days.”
“For?”
“To check in on me. Remember? You’re trying to win me over?”
He cracks one of his rare smiles. “I’ve never done anything like this.”
“I’ll send you instructions.” Clearly, he’s overwhelmed by the idea of striking up a genuine connection with another person.
“Very well.” He gets up, then glances at Petite Alix, who’s still quietly playing with Malou. Malou must’ve sensed she’s needed as a support animal right now, because she stays incredibly calm. “You’ll have to find another safe space for her. GoPol can’t see you with her.”
“I’ve got something in mind.” Surprisingly, I do. Victor said I should’ve brought her to the Panthéon from the beginning. Knowing how powerful the ghosts in there are, it seems like the obvious choice. The best thing is, no whisper ghosts will be able to spy on me there, since they’re not letting anyone in. I’m not going to tell Sébastien, though, and I appreciate him not asking for clarification.
Instead, he crouches down in front of Petite Alix and awkwardly ruffles her hair. “Goodbye, little one.” His gaze falls on Malou, and I remember our discussion about ghost-seeing hedgehogs. He’s definitely got his proof now.
“You can touch her spikes,” I encourage him.
Petite Alix is stroking Malou’s back continuously, but she stops to let Sébastien have a go, looking at him with wide eyes. Slowly, he lowers his hand, cupping it as if he’s afraid of hurting himself. Or maybe he’s afraid of hurting Malou. His fingers brush across her, very lightly at first. As he tries again, he slowly gains confidence. And suddenly, there’s a blissful little smile I’ve never seen on his lips before. Like a little boy and his first pet.
“I thought, she’d be spikier,” he whispers.
Malou’s found herself another fan.
After a few more strokes, he gets up, and nods at me. “I’ll call you in two days.” He’s almost at the door before he turns. “And for what it’s worth, I’m deeply sorry for everything.”






  
  Chapter 2


Once Sébastien has left, I start getting dressed. It’s as if the fog of the last few days has finally lifted. I put my useless phone on the charger and watch the blinking battery symbol. I’ll have a few minutes to myself before a deluge of messages and missed calls come in, which I use to freshen up. Malou is content to keep Petite Alix company and the little girl is so withdrawn, she’s happy to sit in the corner and not care about anything else. 
“You look good,” Maman comments when I leave the bathroom in a more respectable state. “It was a good visit, then?”
I wouldn’t exactly call Sébastien’s visit good, but it definitely woke me up. “There’s a couple of things I need to take care of. I’ll probably be late.”
Maman frowns. “Okay, but call, alright?”
“Sure will.” I give her a quick kiss and hug that surprises her before returning to my room.
With the door behind me, I think of Gaspar. It’s not like he hasn’t been on my mind, though I can’t remember if I’ve actually tried to call him. He’s always appeared before, but even when I speak his name, the room remains empty.
My eyes fill with tears and there’s a familiar pain in my chest. I squeeze my eyes shut and shove the matter of Gaspar to the side for now. There are other things to do.
I grab my phone, now filled with notifications. Thirty-two missed calls from Gaby alone and dozens of messages, some worried, some mildly threatening. It’s a wonder she hasn’t waltzed into my room yet. But she’s not the only one who’s texted. Sébastien’s called and there’s hundreds of messages in the class chat. Everyone’s been working on their assignments. I have exactly one day to catch up. Fun times.
And then there’s an eight-message thread from Hélène, starting with “You need help, Alix. Proper…”
Instead of opening the thread, I delete the messages. No one needs that kind of negativity right now. And as for help; I’m not the one marrying a psychopath.
I type a quick message to Gaby that I’m fine and I’ll visit later tonight, but there’s something more pressing I need to take care of. I’m instantly inundated with messages.
OMG, Alix!
You’re alive.
???
What does that mean?
Can I just call you?
I smile as her worry washes over my screen. I’ll be by LATER. Promise. I add a love heart emoji, which is a pale representation of how much I love her.
Okay. I’ll get some wine. Bisous.
We’ll definitely need wine.
I leave the phone to charge up a bit more and turn to Petite Alix. “Hey, sweetie. It’s time for us to go. Shall we put Malou back and—”
The little girl quickly shakes her head and holds Malou closer to her chest.
“Okay. We can take her with us. Look, she’s got a little leash and a special place in my bag.” I gather the items and show Petite Alix how to fit the leash. Malou raises her nose, getting a bit more active and ready to run. I give the end to Alix so she feels included and gently pull her to her feet.
Then I put some food for Malou into the bag, grab my phone and the charger, and get ready to leave.

      [image: image-placeholder]It’s snowing outside, so Petite Alix and I take the Métro. I let her hold the leash while Malou sits in her bag, shielded from the outside world, and otherwise try to ignore her presence. I usually do my best to avoid interacting with ghosts so I don’t get funny looks from strangers, but this time it’s different. It’s absolutely vital for my safety—and that of the little girl next to me—that no one sees me interacting with people who aren’t visible to everyone else. If even a rumour of this gets back to GoPol, I’ll lose my ability for real.
I don’t know if it’s real or just paranoia, but I feel watched all the way to the Panthéon. Several people get out with me at the stop and I leave Petite Alix to totter along on Malou’s lead as I make my way to the upper world, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up.
There’s still a man and a woman following me from the Métro. The man’s studying his phone, seemingly in his own world, while the woman holds back. Too slow. She’s middle-aged and dressed for business. She’s the type who usually strides past me because their time is too precious to waste strolling. If only Sébastien had taught me to spot ghosts at a glance already. 
I decide to play it safe and glance past, as if I don’t see them, as I continue on my way. The man eventually takes another path, but the woman continues to follow me. Maybe it’s all in my head, but there’s no way I can take Petite Alix to the Panthéon with a potential GoPol spy on my tail. The last thing I want is to bring despair and destruction upon my dear friends.
Just as I’m about to turn left instead of right into the square, the woman turns on her heel and walks the other way, as leisurely as before. I stay, curious to see if she’ll turn back, but she keeps on walking, not even looking over her shoulder.
I feel my heart pounding as I decide to cross the square after all. There’s no one waiting for me under the columns or any other dubious figures in the square, so Petite Alix and I manage to enter without being stopped. Inside, Philippe is about to close up. I dodge his surprised question by telling him I forgot something in the crypt, and hurry past before I get wrapped up in small talk.
Part of me is worried I’ve lost my ability to see ghosts. Sure, Petite Alix is here by my side, but Gaspar isn’t. Before the thought gets out of hand, three of Napoleon’s generals salute and greet me. “Good evening, Mademoiselle Alix.”
I almost burst into tears of relief. I manage to walk on and stumble down the stairs to the crypt. But when I see Victor standing there, all I can do is fall into his arms and sob. To others, he may be Victor Hugo, revered writer and politician. To me, he’s become something of a surrogate father and dear friend.
“There you are,” he says, with infinite warmth, stroking my hair. “We’ve been waiting for you to come back.”
“You made it out alive, kid,” a voice says from the bench on the other side. I look up and see Jean Moulin, heroic leader of the Résistance. He’s usually styled impeccably, a high-collared coat, a red scarf, and a chic fedora, but he’s sitting there in a torn shirt, his scarred neck exposed, hair dishevelled, a hint of bruising under his translucent skin. There are salt bullet holes in freaking Jean Moulin.
“What have they done to you?” I whisper.
Jean waves me away. “Nothing that won’t heal in time. I got off lightly. Unlike you.”
Thanks to Sébastien, I’ve never experienced any undue violence from the GoPol agents, and the modern police wouldn’t dare abuse anyone in prison. Fortunately, that’s mostly in the past. “I’m fine.”
He stares at me. Finally he gives me a sharp nod. “Far from it, but I will honour your defiant spirit.”
“You were followed,” Jean Lannes, a Napoleon general, informs me. He salutes in front of Victor as if we were in the middle of war. “We turned the enemy away.”
“So, she was a spy.” I’m glad I’m not paranoid after all. “Was it a ghost?”
Lannes shakes his head. “No, this one was alive. But we’ve had several ghosts and humans snooping around.”
“And you sent them away?” I try to understand what that means as I sit down next to Moulin, lifting Petite Alix onto my lap.
All the ghosts gather around, just as they did when we planned the infiltration of GoPol just a week ago. Josephine Baker squeezes my shoulder and Victor Hugo never truly leaves my side.
Lannes nods. “We did. You’re safe here.”
“But how?” I understand that they can keep ghosts out of the crypt, but what do they do to people?
Voltaire provides the answer. “This is a place of power, Mademoiselle Alix. It extends far beyond the realm of death. Any agent of the so-called ghost police, or anyone who wishes us or you ill, will find themselves very interested in other pressing matters.”
The woman turning on her heel comes to mind. People seldom turn on the spot without at least looking lost. The idea that the Pántheon itself might have repelled her makes me feel queasy, and yet I can’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. “This place is safe.”
Victor’s hand squeezes my shoulder. “You’re safe here.”
I take a deep breath, shaking at first, but then slowly calming down. Two tears run down my cheeks. Annoyed, I wipe them away. There’s still more to do and this could very well turn into an argument. “Will it be safe for Petite Alix?” They’ve let her in, but my spirits are notoriously strict about protecting their sacred space.
“Of course she’ll be safe here,” Victor says. “You should have brought her to me in the first place.”
“But you don’t accept ghosts who aren’t buried here.”
Voltaire stiffens in front of me. “We do now.”
Not that I want to argue with a good thing, but… “Why? What changed?”
“You have to ask?” Victor looks at me warmly. “You did. You changed us.”






  
  Chapter 3


Gaby greets me with a stern, “I was going to break down your door.” She pulls me inside, hands me an over-full glass of red wine, and sits me on her bed. “I want to know everything.” 
Halfway through my story, I’m reduced to a puddle of tears. Gaby hugs me and coaxes the last details out until I’ve told her everything. The bad, the ugly, and the absolutely soul-shattering devastation. “And I still have my powers, but he’s gone. Gaspar’s gone.”
“How could that be?”
I have a theory, and it makes my stomach churn so badly I almost throw up on Gaby’s carpet. “What if he went back to GoPol?”
Her eyes widen? “To steal her again?”
He wouldn’t have been able to. “Or to bargain with them.” The only living who can see him are ghost whisperers, like me. “He could’ve pleaded my case, begged them to let me keep my powers, and then... and then...” I hiccup. “Then they shot him full of salt and dissolved every memory of him.” There aren’t enough tears to fill the hole Gaspar’s disappearance has left.
Gaby hugs me tightly and rubs my shoulders until I can breathe a little. “Now, now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There’s no reason to assume he did something so reckless.”
I’m not convinced. Gaspar was as heartbroken as I was, and I did something pretty reckless to escape from GoPol. “He’s gone.” I want to say forever, but I can’t bring myself to say it out loud.
“No, he’s not.” Gaby shakes her head defiantly. “Maybe they took him prisoner, a bargaining chip to ensure your silence.”
I want to ask how that’s better, while fighting the urge to march down to GoPol on the spot. Instead, I force myself to reason. “But they never negotiated with me.”
“They sent Sébastien.” It was clear from the moment I told her that Gaby doesn’t trust him at all.
Neither do I. Not really. “He didn’t negotiate, either. Not like that.”
“It could be a trap.”
“Sure, but… they don’t need a trap. If they want to silence me, there are much easier ways.” It’s a hard pill to swallow, but I have no power in this fight. I can’t go to the police because they’re intertwined. I’m not saying that every policeman is as corrupt as Officer Cédric, but GoPol is a government agency. They’re protected. And as for any public avenues, I’m fresh out of hard evidence after Cédric stole the Chevalier’s file.
In the meantime, they have the power to manipulate any evidence. There’s probably some video camera footage that shows me breaking and entering. My fingerprints are all over GoPol and they’ve got all sorts of intimate knowledge about me. I’ve also signed what’s effectively an NDA. There’s no need for a trap, no need for negotiation. “My back’s already against the wall.”
Gaby sighs heavily. “I hate to see you like this. I wish you could just stop.”
“Stop?”
“Stop being involved in all this.” She raises her hand before I can protest. “I know! You’re in too deep. That’s why I said I wish you could.”
I calm down and nod carefully. It would be so nice to go back to my old life of history lessons and ghost visits, but Gaby’s right. I’m still on GoPol’s radar, still a person of interest. They’ve got me under their thumb for now, but if they find out I can still see ghosts… they might just go for a more permanent solution.
“You can’t tell anyone.”
“What?”
“That I still have my powers. Not Odile, not Marie, no one. You and Sébastien are the only ones who know I haven’t lost them.” No one else can know.
Gaby looks a little tortured, probably because of Marie, but finally she nods. “I won’t say a word. But I don’t like the idea of Sébastien knowing.”
“Well, it can’t be helped,” I say with a shrug. “He’s the reason I still have them.”
“I understand and I’m grateful, don’t get me wrong. I also understand he wasn’t the one who ratted you out or betrayed you, but… and this is a big one, he’s so deeply rooted in everything GoPol stands for. He’s the director’s son, for goodness’ sake!” Gaby claws at her own head, as if she just blew her own mind. “Do you really think he’ll stand up for you when it counts? Or will he just run back to Daddy?”
That’s a very good point. Sébastien’s relationship with his father is complicated. The man murdered him, and yet Sébastien works for him. He was at Père Lachaise when GoPol cracked down on the ghosts there, and he was part of the raid in the catacombs. Maybe he just wanted to make sure I’d be safe, but that could be as much wishful thinking as anything else.
“Do you really need him?” Gaby asks.
What an interesting question. Sébastien came to me for help. We never talked about him doing something for me in return. On the other hand, he’s already done something by bringing Petite Alix back. “Without him, I would’ve lost my ability.”
Gaby’s shoulders sag. “True. I’m just worried he’ll get you into an even bigger mess with this search for his whisper ghost. I mean, his father is willing to kill him—again. What’s to stop him from killing you?”
The scary answer is: not much. “I don’t want to just roll over and die. Charles Roubert could decide to kill me any time. He’s already having me followed. As it is, I’ve got two options: I can lay low, avoid any contact with the ghosts outside the Panthéon, and hope he’ll eventually give up on me. Or I can do something about it.” The second option flows much easier from my mouth.
“You’ve spent too much time with the ghosts of the Revolution,” Gaby says, clicking her tongue. “And you’re unable to say no when someone comes to you for help. It’s just like one of your favours. Only this time the person’s still alive.”
“‘Still’ being the keyword here.”
She slaps me for my insensitive joke. “But do you have to pretend to go out with him?”
“I think it’s the best way to disguise what we’re really doing. His father will think he’s just keeping an eye on me, while Hélène will be happy I’m dating someone corporal.”
“He’s got that going for him,” Gaby agrees.
This time it’s my turn to bat at her. “I’m not going to cheat on Gaspar.”
“I didn’t say that.” Gaby giggles. “Look, if that’s what you want to do, I’m on your side. To be honest, I want nothing more than to kick GoPol’s ass. I’m just not convinced by your choice of allies.”
Neither am I. “Well, first we’ll find Dix.” And Gaspar. While Sébastien’s allegiance is still unclear, his whisper ghost has taken a stand. If not for Sébastien’s sake, I owe it to Dix to make sure he’s safe. “Nobody’s talking about overthrowing GoPol tomorrow.”
“God, no!” Gaby shudders. Then she refills our glasses and raises them in a toast. “To new beginnings.”
“To new beginnings.”






  
  Chapter 4


Over the next few weeks I learn to be patient. At first, I was calling Gaspar several times a day, but never got an answer. I also tried calling Dix, who ignored me as much as he did Sébastien. Speaking of the latter, he’s been following my instructions admirably. I’ve received flowers, chocolates, and, because Gaby really wanted to test his commitment, a bottle of genuine champagne. He’s stuck to my carefully crafted script and we’re now past the reconciliation period, ready to start with the “new relationship” phase. 
So far it’s all gone well. I’ve noticed that I no longer have a GoPol spy watching my every step outside, which means the news that Sébastien’s on my case must have reached them. On the other hand, there’s not much to report. GoPol is doing business as usual, ferreting out threats to the country, averting terror attacks, and sweeping up newly created whisper ghosts. Meanwhile, Sébastien’s new whisper ghost creation is on hold until they find Dix. Not because his father cares, but because Sébastien has at least that much agency over his own life.
In the meantime, I’ve been busy with university stuff. Losing the whole Christmas break to rebellion and heartbreak has put me at a disadvantage, and exams are fast approaching. With Gaby’s help I’ve managed to finish my homework, but as soon as I get home I’m either buried in my books, making flashcards, or giving Malou long lectures on my subjects.
Still, I feel woefully underprepared when I sit my first exam of the term. Gaby assures me I’ve studied enough and I only feel this way because my mind is elsewhere. In the end, she’s right. As soon as I sit down and turn over the exam paper, my hand won’t stop writing.
It’s for the Parisian History class, and Madame Canet must love me or something, because more than half the questions and the little essay at the end are about the catacombs. By now I’m a bit of an expert, and I breeze through, even managing to finish early.
After a final rereading of my answers, I hand in my work and head for the fountain outside. It’s a surprisingly beautiful February day, cold but sunny, giving the illusion of an early spring. I know better than to hope, but I still enjoy the sun on my face.
“That was a good one, wasn’t it?”
Startled, I find Théo, my eternal adversary in class, taking a seat just a metre away from me. He smiles. “You handed in early, so I assume you found it just as easy as I did.”
“What makes you think I didn’t just give up?”
Théo cocks his head and laughs. “You? Giving up? That’s not the Alix I know. If you’d been struggling with this exam, you’d have spent every damn last minute scrambling for points.”
I want to tell him he doesn’t know me, but unfortunately that does sound a lot like me. “Yeah, it was okay.”
There’s an awkward silence. I haven’t been alone with Théo since… well, never really. I usually have Gaby acting as a buffer, and he has his own posse who don’t want anything to do with the class weirdo. But they’re all still in the examination room.
“Have you done the final report on Methods?” Théo asks out of the blue.
Or maybe it’s not so out of the blue. After all, it’s just what you’d expect from a classmate. The problem is, firstly, my life is so far from normal that normal’s started to feel strange, and secondly, Théo’s never treated me normally before.
“Almost,” I answer, considering whether or not to confront him about his behaviour. God knows the last thing I need is more drama in my life.
Théo opens his mouth again before being distracted by the sound of a motorbike. We both watch as the rider banks the bike and effortlessly parks it right next to us. As he takes off his helmet and shakes out his short blond hair, I can’t help but smile.
Just what I needed.
I jump up from the edge of the fountain. “That’s my ride.” Sébastien is early. Perfect.
“That’s…” Théo seems lost for words. “Um, is he…?”
“That’s my boyfriend, yes.” I go over and kiss Sébastien’s cheeks.
He hands me his spare helmet, barely acknowledging Théo. “How was the exam?”
“Really good. I think I aced it.”
I’ve never ridden a motorbike before, but in front of Théo I put the helmet on as if it’s second nature to me and climb behind Sébastien without hesitation.
“Ready to go?”
I nod and together we pull away from the kerb, leaving Théo in the dust.

      [image: image-placeholder]For our first official date, Sébastien drives us to Montmartre. When I see the white domes of the Basilica Sacré-Cœur rising above the rooftops, I feel a strange flutter in my stomach. Going to beautiful places like this almost feels like I’m on a real date. Only the man I’ve got my arms around isn’t the one I’m desperate to hold.
Suddenly I’m nervous about the whole plan. How far do we have to go with this charade? I don’t think I could handle a real date, even if it’s something as innocuous as visiting the basilica, sitting on the steps, and gazing at the city below. Gaspar and I never had the chance to do something like that, a normal date, and it feels wrong to have one with Sébastien first.
But then Sébastien drives past the tourist car park and around the corner to park somewhere less romantic, and I can’t help but smile again.
“The cemetery?” I ask as I get off the bike and take off my helmet. “Very romantic.”
Sébastien looks at me alarmed. “Did I get it wrong? Did you—?”
I laugh at him. “No, no. This is perfect. Fitting. For us.” Where else would you find two ghost whisperers?
He smiles shyly. “I thought we could combine this date with our first lesson.” He stows the helmets away and offers me his arm. “Shall we?”
“First lesson?” Cautiously I take his arm.
He leans in and lowers his voice. “How to tell the dead from the living.”
I take a sharp breath, then nod. “Let’s do it.” Before I got involved with GoPol and the Résistance, knowing would’ve saved me from a few embarrassing moments here and there. Now, it’s literally a matter of life and death.
The Cimetière de Montmartre is smaller than Père Lachaise and Montparnasse. Only about 20,000 people are buried here. Most of it’s flat with neat rows of tombstones, statues, and family crypts. All kinds of trees have been planted between the graves, enough that I can imagine the shade their leaves would provide in the summer.
Although it’s a warm day, it’s not exactly tourist season. And while Montmartre has its share of famous people like Degas and Ampère, it doesn’t have the draw of the larger cemeteries. If I had to guess, I’d say about two-thirds of the people I see are dead.
“Obvious things first,” says Sébastien.
“Period dress. Open wounds.” Two men in 19th-century garb are debating the Prussian threat to our left, while a woman with a slit throat strolls past us.
Sébastien nods darkly. “Don’t look.”
Immediately, my heart’s in my throat. “Is someone following us?”
“No, but as soon as you look at a ghost, you’re giving yourself away.”
I groan. “How am I supposed to decide if someone is alive or dead without looking at them?”
“Peripheral vision. Avoid looking people in the eye.” Sébastien turns to me with a distant look, as if there’s something more interesting at the back of the cemetery. “I often look past the ear to find something that catches the eye. A poster, a Métro clock or, in this case, an interesting statue. Then you move your eyes across the face to look at something else”.
As he demonstrates, looking eerily as if he can’t see me, I feel my anxiety rise. “And in that quick movement, you identify them?”
Sébastien’s lips curl into a mischievous grin. “I’ve already noticed all I need to know by looking past them. This last glance is just for confirmation.”
As easy as he makes it sound, I still have so many questions. “So, what are you looking for?”
“Little things. We’ve already covered clothing and wounds. One of the easiest tells is bad weather.”
“Bad weather?”
“Ghosts aren’t affected by the weather like we are. Someone’s skin is completely dry in the pouring rain? Ghost. Their hair doesn’t move at all when the wind blows through it? Ghost again.” Sébastien smiles. “You know this.”
I remember Dix crawling through the catacombs in T-shirt and trainers, both as clean as if they’d just come out of the washing machine. “Gaspar got wet,” I say. At least I don’t remember him staying dry after he carried me through the Banga.
Sébastien nods thoughtfully. “Gaspar is too young. As a ghost, I mean. His soul still remembers water is wet. The older ghosts… well, they forget they should get wet. Just like they forget it’s not normal to walk around with a bullet wound.” He pulls a face when a ghost with a ruined face passes us.
“Why are they doing this anyway?” I ask, watching the ghost over my shoulder. “Holding onto their death like that?” In my mind, I see Jean Moulin writhing on the ground with terrible wounds.
“Why are you still afraid of drowning?” I give him a long stare and Sébastien shrugs. “I don’t know, but I imagine it has something to do with the effect death has on a person. Wouldn’t you agree it’s quite dramatic?”
I notice he’s rubbing his left wrist with his thumb. Is he remembering his own death now? Since I found out what his father did to him, I’ve avoided thinking about it. “How did he do it?” I whisper, nodding gently towards his wrist.
Caught red-handed, Sébastien pulls down his jacket. “Electric shock.”
I wish I hadn’t asked, because now I see Sébastien strapped to a table while his father administers the fatal shock. Just before he brings him back. That’s why Sébastien couldn’t move in the Boutique of Psychosis.
“Well, when all else fails,” Sébastien says, clearing his throat, “when they have no obvious clues in their appearance or behaviour, there’s something we call ‘the ghost pull’.”
“‘The ghost pull’?” I look at him curiously. “What’s that?”
“It describes an effect that’s only been observed in ghost whisperers. It’s an innate feeling deep in your gut, a pull that draws you to a ghost. And the ghost to you. Haven’t you ever noticed how they seek you out?”
“That’s because they know me. I mean, ghosts talk to each other. Many know me and my reputation.”
He regards me with curiosity. “Your reputation to help them?” When I nod, he frowns unhappily. “That could be a problem.”
“Isn’t that why we’re here? To make it not my problem anymore?”
Sébastien’s jaw moves as he thinks. “If you’re no longer a ghost whisperer, the ghosts shouldn’t seek you out.”
I groan softly as the realisation hits me. “So even if I recognise them instantly, the fact they come to me could give me away?”
He nods sharply. “For a while, we could get away with the excuse that the spirits don’t know you’ve stopped seeing them. But you can’t acknowledge them. At all. For your own safety, you have to assume everyone’s a ghost.”
“Until proven alive.” I groan. At the moment, the task seems insurmountable. I’ve never been much of an actor, yet somehow I’ve landed the role of a lifetime. Dread fills me and I feel like giving up.
Just then, Sébastien’s fingers caress my hand. “Don’t despair yet. I’ll teach you and you’ll be up to speed in no time. Maybe you can tell your ghost friends to spread the word, make sure everyone backs off a bit.” He almost holds my hand. “Gaspar could run interference.” His fingers fall away immediately. “Where is he, by the way? Is he staying away from this,” Sébastien swallows, “date?”
I fight back a wave of sadness and smile. “Something like that.”
He doesn’t even question me. Somehow Sébastien trusts me like no one else or he believes pushing me won’t get him anywhere. “This isn’t forever, Alix.”
“What is?”
“You having to hide what you are.”
I snort and walk on. “I’ve always had to hide what I am. Now, instead of being ridiculed, I’ll get killed for it.”
“Not on my watch.”
His low growl makes me stop and glance back at him. There’s no amusement in his face, just simple, serious determination. It makes me uncomfortable, as if I should react somehow, but no one’s taught me how. “Let’s practice, shall we?” I owe it to him to at least try.
Sébastien nods and closes the distance between us. I take his arm to make us look like a couple taking a stroll along the cemetery paths. Without ever looking at the other people, I rely on my gut feeling when he asks.
“The woman on the bench.”
“Dead.’”
“The caretaker with the rake.”
“Dead.”
“The old woman at the grave.”
“Alive. But her husband isn’t.”
Now that I’m concentrating on each person, it’s quite easy. Sébastien chooses difficult people, the ones who could very well be alive, and each time I try to listen to a voice inside me. I don’t know if I can feel this pull he spoke of, but every time I concentrate on something, my instinct puts a verdict on my lips. At first I don’t trust it, searching instead for clues to confirm my suspicions, but it’s rarely wrong and slowly my answers come faster.
“See, it’s not that difficult.”
“It’s easy here, because of the necropolis. Almost everyone is dead.”
Sébastien cocks his head. “That’s why I brought you here. It’s a start. You expect almost everyone to be dead. It’ll be harder to spot the ghost if you expect everyone to be alive.”
I think back to the first time I met Gaspar. Although I’d stopped at the scene of his accident, I didn’t know anyone had died. So many people had gathered I’d assumed everyone around me was alive. But he was drawn to me. Because I’m a ghost whisperer.
And then I just forgot to question it. Just like ghosts forget to get wet when it rains.
As the first drops of rain fall, cutting short our walk, I turn to Sébastien. “He’s gone.”
“Who is?”
My breath shakes. “Gaspar.”
Sébastien’s face immediately darkens with worry. “How? Where did he go? Was he salted?”
The last question hits a little too close to home and I gasp. “I hope not. I mean, I don’t know.” Deep breaths, Alix. Deep breaths. “He came out of the sting operation just fine. We held each other the night after and said goodbye in case I…” This is too hard. “The next morning he was gone. And no matter how much I call him…” My eyes fill with tears. “Sorry, I… he’s gone.”
“Like Dix.”
“Like Dix.” Only Dix has gone rogue and Gaspar is no whisper ghost. I swallow my tears, trying to shut down the emotions. “I thought maybe he tried to negotiate with GoPol.”
“I haven’t seen or heard from him.”
It’s not a hundred per cent security—Sébastien may not be privy to everything that goes on at GoPol—but it’s enough to keep my hope alive. “Maybe they’re together.” Maybe he contacted Dix and the two of them are working on some secret plan.
Sébastien gives me a cautious smile. “Maybe.” Then he swallows, clearly not really entertaining the possibility. “I’ll keep an eye out.”
A few stupid tears still find their way down my cheek. “Thank you.”
“Let’s get you home.”
Spotting dead people and crying over another guy. It’s safe to say our first date went splendidly.






  
  Chapter 5


By the time Sébastien drops me off at home, the beautiful day has turned sour, and the slight drizzle has turned into a downpour. The sky has darkened and the light from the lanterns is reflected in the mirrored glaze of the cobbled streets. 
“Drive carefully,” I say, as I give him back his helmet and take off the leather jacket he’s lent me. It’s too late to save his jumper, but it’s the thought that counts. I lean over and kiss him on the cheek, in case anyone is watching from the window. “I’ll text you with the next steps.”
He nods at me. “Keep practising.”
“Will do.” I hurry to the door, taking cover under the short awning while I get my key out. It’s only when I’m in the hallway that I realise Sébastien is still there, watching me.
I give him a small smile and wave before letting the door close behind me. Despite the wet end to our date, I was having a surprisingly good time. None of it was romantic—which was kind of the point—but we built a connection, however fragile it may be. When I look at Sébastien, I see my loneliness, the knowledge of having no one who shares our experience of this strange existence between life and death.
And we both have problems with our dear relatives, I muse when I notice my sister’s fancy shoes next to Cédric’s sturdy boots in the corridor. The sight of their shoes alone is enough for me to write off the rest of the day. I’ve been avoiding Hélène since she threw me out of her car on New Year’s Day, and I certainly don’t want to cross her fiancé’s path after he betrayed me to his uncle.
I ignore the laughter in the living room and slip into my room, closing the door carefully, just as someone behind me clears their throat.
“Bonsoir, Mademoiselle Dubois.”
I almost let out a scream, but manage to hold it in. There’s a man—or rather a ghost—in my room. This one’s easy to spot as his fancy dress has been out of fashion for at least a hundred and fifty years. It’s not someone I recognise. What makes matters worse is I suddenly hear Cédric’s voice in the corridor.
“…Thursday morning. Let me just get my wallet.”
My future brother-in-law is now on the other side of the door, rummaging through his coat. I stare at the ghost and put my finger to my lips, praying to anyone who hears me I don’t do anything stupid and give myself away. Like talking to myself in my own room.
Cédric takes his sweet time getting his wallet, which makes me extra grumpy. It’s not like he has a huge handbag to rummage through.
“Oh, looks like Alix came home,” he calls out, making me want to wring his neck.
“I just…” the ghost in front of me starts, but I cut him off with a rude finger across my neck.
There’s the dreaded knock. “Alix?” Cédric asks. “Come, join us in the living room. We’re celebrating my promotion.”
Is he really that tone-deaf or does he take some perverse pleasure in rubbing it in? I consider pretending I’m not in my room, but Officer Cédric has already deduced my presence from my wet boots.
“I’d rather drown myself,” I say instead, my voice full of acid.
There’s a heavy sigh on the other side of the door. “Can we talk?” And before I can answer, the doorknob turns.
I turn the lock just in time before he can violate the privacy of my room. The thing is, I don’t know how much he’s been promoted. Has he already joined the ranks of ghost whisperers? If so, seeing a ghost in my room is just the proof he needs to ruin me completely.
“Can we not?” I shoot back through the door. “Seriously. Leave me alone.”
“Alix, please. I just want to explain.”
“You can shove that explanation up your ass. If there’s any room left,” I add sourly.
The insult seem to confuse him, because he takes a long time to answer. When he does, it’s just a simple, “Um, okay.” Another sigh. “Well, if you change your mind, my door’s always open.”
How infuriating can a person be? I can’t believe he’s still playing the concerned, caring older brother card, when he’s the one who betrayed me for his own advancement. Then it hits me. He’s still not satisfied. There’s still more to gain by using me. Like proving I’m still a ghost whisperer.
Fortunately, he’s given up for now. His footsteps fade and I wait until I hear his muffled voice in the living room. Then I rush over to the ghost and whisper, “You can’t be here. What do you want?”
If the ghost thinks my behaviour is unseemly, he doesn’t show it. “I have a message for you. From him.”
“Him?”
The ghost looks at me confusedly, as if it’s only now occurred to him that “him” isn’t much of an identifier. But instead of clarifying, he simply says, “He wishes for you to attend the performance of Médée at the opera this Saturday. Your invitation has already been delivered by mortal means. I’m here to emphasise the importance of your visit.”
“Why?” I bite my lip to stop myself from asking a more detailed question when I hear footsteps in the corridor again.
“He didn’t say. Just that he wishes to see you.” Again, the ghost seems confused by the lack of information. “To be honest, he’s a bit… spooky.”
A ghost calling another one spooky is certainly a first. I don’t know what to make of the ominous invitation. It sounds like another favour. If so, I’m out of business. Unfortunately, I can’t tell the ghost that, because my sister is knocking on the door now.
“Alix?” Hélène sounds annoyed. “Could you please stop moping and come out and talk like an adult?”
Exactly the kind of words to make you feel loved and supported. I roll my eyes at the ghost in a show of empathy, but he’s already gone. Well, at least that’s one less threat to deal with.
“You’re being ridiculous. We’ve got something to celebrate today. With the whole family. So would you please open the door and join us?”
I do her the favour, but not for the reason she proposes. “I’m not his family,” I tell her to her face, and push past her.
My feet actually lead me into the living room, where my whole family is sitting around the table to enjoy what looks like a fancy dinner and champagne. My mother lights up when she sees me. “Alix. Come join us. Cédric has some fabulous news to share.”
Next to her, my younger sister Odile rolls her eyes, echoing my feelings about our future brother-in-law.
“Trust me, I know all about it.” I smile sweetly at Cédric. “I should get a share of your pay rise.” And compensation for the damage done to me. “Where’s the mail?” I ask Papa.
He and Maman exchange a confused look prompted by my absurd demand. Then he points to a flat glass bowl on the dresser. “There’s a letter for you. Fancy looking.”
I fish it out of the bowl, admiring the thick paper envelope and the ornate handwriting. It looks like something from another century too.
“Who’s it from?” asks Hélène, who’s followed me into the room.
There’s no return address on the envelope. I ignore my sister and open it. Inside are two tickets and a short note:
Dear Alix,
Please join me for a spectacular night at the opera.
Yours sincerely.
There’s no signature here, either. Apparently, I’m supposed to guess who my mysterious benefactor is. For a moment I hope it’s Gaspar, but he can’t send letters, let alone buy tickets for the opera. And by the looks of it, they’re expensive private box tickets.
“Don’t keep us on the rack for so long,” says Maman, amused. “What is it?”
I snap out of my reverie, knowing I have to think on my feet. Whoever sent me this is someone connected to the ghost world. It could be an elaborate trap, or it could be the Chevalier reaching out to me… or it could be some powerful ghost I haven’t met yet. The fact is none of these possibilities are meant for Hélène’s or Cédric’s ears.
Instead, I decide to go ahead with my previous plan. “They’re opera tickets from my boyfriend. Nothing special.”
Maman gasps with delight. “Nothing special? Alix, I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend. Is he the one who sent you flowers last week?”
Hélène narrows her eyes, probably thinking of Gaspar, who I shouldn’t be able to see anymore.
Before she can ask any incriminating questions, I smile at my mother. “Yes. It’s all quite new.”
“Are we going to meet him?” Maman asks excitedly.
I’m well aware of Cédric’s gaze, although I look past him, just as Sébastien taught me. “If it goes well.” It hurts to say the words. I couldn’t introduce her to Gaspar, but Sébastien presents no such problem. “Anyway. I have to study, so I’ll eat later.” When Hélène and Cédric have left.
Before anyone can protest, I push past Hélène and return to my room. Just as I’m about to close the door, Odile slips in.
“Are they from Gaspar?” she whispers as soon as the door is closed.
“Not that I know of. Remember, I can no longer talk to him. Or see him.” I give her a dejected, one-sided shrug.
Odile has been a wonderful sister to me lately, much better than Hélène. She’s taken my side in the conflict with GoPol and fully supported my relationship
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